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PREFACE 


| must confess that it required considerable effort to prepare 
myself to write about Birsa Munda. It was an unusual and 
challenging opportunity. From my early years, Birsa was one of 
the persons who influenced me most. I became familiar with 
Birsa's activities, listening to the family members and my elders. 
The utterance of Birsa's name creates in the minds of the people 
of Chhotanagpur a romance and an element of pride, which 
perhaps, can not be fully appreciated by any outsider. In my 


childhood fantasies, | used to imagine myself living in Birsa’s time 


and indeed, meeting Birsa in person. Listening to others and 
reading up on the available material on Birsa's life I had also 
wanted to write about him. The invitation from the Publications 
Division was a godsend and | realised that it was an opportunity 
to present Birsa to my countrymen through my humble, but 
sincere efforts. 


The original inhabitants of Chhotanagpur, their guileless 
existence in nature's lap, their dependence on and trust in land 
and forests, their complete ignorance of greed or coveting other's 
possession represent a glorious chapter in India's great past and 
ancient social structure. The inexorable march of exploitation 
weakened and decimated this peaceful life-style to such an extent 
that Birsa had to give the call for ‘Ulgulan’. Ulgulan has a 


historical significance. 


In the context of Chhotanagpur, Ulgulan meant a revolution 
generated by and directed towards the end to the process of 
exploitation. It was not difficult to identify the exploiters. The 
adivasi communities and others living in Chhotanagpur from the 
beginning, called the exploiters 'Dikus', which was a name used 
for outsiders: the outsiders entering Chhotanagpur from the 
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adjoining areas began to displace the local communities from 
their lands and homes and dispossessed them of their hereditary 
community ownings. These outsiders eventually became zamindars, 
thekedars, jagirdars and moneylenders. They systematically and 
ruthlessly began to destroy the traditional ways of living of the 
adivasi communities by taking away their possessions. The 
exploiters were also the British rulers and the authorities under 
whose protection and with whose active collusion, the process of 
exploitation crystallized. The colonial rulers did not care to 
provide justice to the adivasis. The human exploitation in 
Chhotanagpur continued for decades and has, perhaps, no 
parallel anywhere. The truth is that, with all the promises made 
for raising the standard of life of the tribals the introduction of the 
reservation policy and other publicized promises have failed to 
erase the effect of the injustice inflicted upon the people of the 
region. It is sad but true, that even today, the helpless people 
with vacant eyes in the distant corners of Chhotanagpur appear 
to be looking for a ‘Dharti-Aba’. 


Who was Birsa? What impelled him to rise against tyranny 
and exploitations and challenge the combined might of the 
colonial rulers and the utterly ruthless ‘dikus', armed as he was 
only with the traditional bow and arrows. Birsa in his early years, 
had tried his best to spread the message of peace and non- 
violence. He was, however, put into a situation where he not only 
became popular but also a path finder. A new way of life, a new 
way of thinking and the desire for freedom from relentless 
exploitation had created a background against which the Birsa 
Movement was enacted. Birsa became a leader. Birsa began to 
be called ‘Bhagwan’. Birsa's presence is kept alive today, in 
myriad folk songs and anecdotes. Birsa is remembered as ‘Birsa 
Bhagwan’ and 'Dharti Aba’. Birsa crossed the threshold of history 
and became a legend in his short life time of twenty five years. 


The adivasi communities of Jharkhand, revere Birsa. He is 
equally popular among the other communities of Chhotanagpur. 
During the last two decades, a great deal of research has taken 
place on Birsa. Scholars have made a serious attempt to collect 
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documents on his life and times. The Asiatic society in Calcutta 
and the Bengal Gazette have provided an insight into Birsa's life. 
Positive as well as negative opinions about Birsa have been 
formulated. Some confusion, some grey areas and some conflicting 
opinions about Birsa still co-exist. In the evaluation of a great 
man's life, this is not unusual, as the scholars subjective point of 
view naturally creeps in. Sociologists and Anthropologists also 
have their own way of evaluating Birsa. Some of them, immune 
to Birsa's social impact and his charisma, appear to be beating 
around the bush. The eminent novelist, Mahashweta Devi has 
written a novel based on Birsa's life, which is essentially a 
document of the exploitation of adivasi communities in 
Chhotanagpur. 


The present book is not a research work, I have tried to 
collect information on Birsa from the available documents and 
from the books written on him. Yet, like most other persons, 
whose birth place is Chhotanagpur, Birsa has been a tangible 
presence to me from early childhood. The places connected with 
Birsa's life and his journey into immortality have been familier to 
me. 


I have also been a witness to the changing and developing 
pattern of social, economic and other aspects of life in the 
plateau. Like others, | have watched the centuries old ethnic 
struggle of the adivasi communities against exploitation change 
into a regional demand, for the creation of a separate Jharkhand 
state, during the last decade or so. | feel that the stories of Birsa's 
life and his extreme sacrifice are even more relevant today. He 
did not bow to the British, did not make a compromise with his 
nature as an adivasi and continued his fight for the betterment of 
his people without expecting any reward for himself. | sometimes 
wonder, whether it would be possible even today to evaluate his 


greatness. 


This book is an attempt to present an unusual adivasi 
movement. The British were at the receiving end of this uprising 
towards the closing years of the 19th century. The distinctive 
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social and cultural predicament of the region and the collusion of 
the colonial rulers with zamindars to dehumanise the Mundas 
were the reason for the Birsa movement. Birsa told the people 
‘Abua raj ete jana, maharani raj tundu jana’ (the rule of the queen 
will end and the rule of the people will come). Birsa's aggressive 
pronouncement was in itself a historical event as in the last 
decade of the 19th century, no other leader had made such an 
announcement. Birsa's proclaimation lends comparison to the 
‘Quit India Movement' of 1942. 


l have only tried to put into perspective Birsa's personality 
and thoughts. In no other region of India the British rule was 
continuously challenged for over 150 years through numerous 
uprisings. The Kol rebellion of 1831-32 (led by Tilka Manjhi), the 
Santhal revolt of 1855-56 (led by Sidhu Kanhu) and finally the 
Birsa movement of 1895-1900. During the entire period, 
beginning in the 18th century, Chhotanagpur and Santhal 
Parganas were rocked by a series of rebellions against the British. 
Explaining the reasons for the continued unrest and uprisings in 
the region. Mahashweta Devi has referred to a government 
document of 1869-70. The document says "when the tyrant 
wanted a horse, it's price was to be paid by a kol, (Kol means 
Mundas, Oraons and other adivasis). The kol will not only pay for 
the palanquin, but carry it also. The singers entertaining the 
zamindar, the milch cow and all it's fodder will be paid for, by the 
kol; if anyone dies in the zamindar's house, the payments for the 
rituals, would be paid by the kol. If a child is born, the kol will 
bring a gift; if there is a wedding or puja, again the kol will pay. 
In case the thekedar has to pay a fine by court's order, the kol 
will pay the fine, if a child is born in kol's family or if there is a 
marriage, the kol will again give a suitable gift to the zamindar. 
This process of loot and exploitation was continuing. Finally, the 
hapless kol leaves his village and runs away. These tyrants not 
only take away all their possessions from the kol, they also force 
him to take loan. If the thekedar, visited the courts or went to 
meet the relatives or went on a religious journey, whatever the 
distance may be, the kol will have to accompany and serve him 
without any remuneration". (Translation mine). 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


The above report provides a glimpse of the atrocities, being 
committed on the adivasi communities by the greedy zamindars 
and jagirdars under the protection of the colonial rulers. The 
adivasis were attached to land and forests, culturally, religiously 
and physically. Their struggle was for what they considered their 
domain and country. They had challenged the hegemony of the 
foreign rulers. The adivasis had totally rejected the British 
authorities and their supporters. Today when we honour the 
memory of Rani Laxmi Bai, Tatya Tope, Bahadur Shah Zafar 
and Veer Kunwar Singh for their role in India's struggle for 
freedom, we have to acknowledge that Birsa Munda was also a 
freedom fighter, who at a young age, laid down his life in a 
British prison. The courage and tenacity of the adivasi leaders, is 
underlined by men like Tilka Manjhi, Sidhu Kanhu and Birsa 
Munda, among others. 


There are still some segments of Birsa's life about which 
information is lacking. Still a substantial amount of research has 
been conducted on his personality and activities. Birsa was 
blessed with an unusual charisma and foresight and we are in a 
position to assess his impact on history. It is no longer in doubt 
that he was a man of exceptional qualities and worthy of national 
adulation. In order to understand his unusual and epoch-making 
struggle, it is necessary to be acquainted with the contemporary 
predicament in Chhotanagpur. 


Birsa was different from most other leaders of Chhotanagpur, 
he not only led his people against the British, culminating in the 
skirmish in Dombari Hills, he also understood that not only tribal 
land, but tribal way of life itself was threatened. There were many 
communities in Chhotanagpur whose culture and religion were 
gradually making inroads into the ancient Sarna religion of the 
tribals. In addition to this, the British missionaries came to 
Chhotanagpur in 1845 and a number of tribals embraced 
Christianity. Perhaps they were impressed by the humanitarian 
work done by these missionaries but it is equally true that many 
of them believed that by becoming Christians they could escape 
the wrath of the plundering 'Dikus' (outsiders). 
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| began to sense a gnawing desire to write about Birsa. | 
was convinced that the personality of Birsa and the many things 
he wanted to do, could not be properly assessed easily. Birsa 
proved to me a number of things. Firstly, that it is not necessary 
for a leader of men to belong to an affluent society or a rich 
home. Secondly, that Birsa not only challenged the British rulers, 
he also tried to preserve the ancient tribal religion and culture. 
He rejected the intrusion of an alien religion propagated by the 
Missionaries. He was also acutely aware of the fact, that the 
religions of other communities residing in Chhotanagpur were 
also affecting tribal religion. In fact, Birsa, in order to maintain 
the purity of Sarna religion, established a new religion with its 


roots in the past. The followers of Birsa's religion are called 
'Birsaits’. 
This book is not an erudite research work intended to 


decorate a reference library. It is, if any thing, an attempt to bring 
the life and message of Birsa to the common people. 


I genuinely believe that Birsa is one of those great men who 


blazed through the grey pages of world’s history and left a deep 
imprint forever. 


In the above context, I fervently hope that this short 
biography of Birsa Munda will remind us of his struggle against 


tyranny and injustice and as also of his endeavour to preserve 
tribal heritage and identity. 


Dr. A.K. Dhan 
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Chapter-I 


PEOPLE'S MOVEMENT IN 
CHHOTANAGPUR 


R THE VERY first year of the 21st century three ne 
were established - Uttaranchal, Chhatisgarh and Jharkh 
of the primary reasons for the creation of the ae “A 
these areas have their own distinctive linguistic, cul 
social character, The demand for the creation of sez 
is not unusual in post-independent India and the m 
the establishment of these three States was also note 
While Uttaranchal was previously a part of Uttar Prac 
Chhatisgarh of Madhya Pradesh, Jharkhand comprises 


southernmost districts of undivided Bihar. 


The demand for the creation of Chhatisgarh and Ut 
became pronounced during the last decade or so and wes 


converted into people's movements. For various 1 
movements for the creation of these two states receked The 
support of national leaders and there was little oF no opposition 
outside Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. OF coms, De 
delineation of the areas covering these two mashada Sates 


created some controversy, which is but i natural da are Sah 


exercise. The reason for this is that Uttaranchal and Chonan 
did not contribute to the resources and revenue OF WEDS 
Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh to any Spores extent, ha Saar 
has undoubtedly some forest resources and UMaine Ras OX 


infrastructure for the production of electricity YO ha Dee 
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2 BIRSA MUNDA 


newly constituted states did not possess such attractive features 
which would induce the influx of outsiders eager to work and 
settle down in these two areas. Uttaranchal and Chhatisgarh do 
not have massive industrial establishments nor vast areas of fertile 
land. The truth is that these two regions were generally neglected 
and their conversion into separate states was not likely to affect 
adversely the quality of life either in Uttar Pradesh or Madhya 
Pradesh. Jharkhand’s Predicament is entirely different. The 
movement for the creation of Jharkhand is the oldest demand in 
the entire country. In 1928, when the Simon Commission visited 
India, the people of Jharkhand had represented that they be 
granted a separate state. In 1956, when the State Reorganisation 
Committee formed by the Govt. of India had visited Jharkhand, 
a massive crowd of people had repeated their claim for the 
creation of Jharkhand. Several political parties and civil 
organisations had relentlessly reiterated this demand from a 
number of platforms and in the same proportion there was 
vehement opposition to this demand by vested interests. 


The demand for the creation of a separate state of Jharkhand 
in post-independent India, was in fact, a continuation of the 
centuries old revolts and movements against inhuman exploitation 
and dehumanising injustice, inflicted upon the inhabitants of this 
region. It is not possible to appreciate the multifaceted personality 
of the legend that is Birsa Munda without being acquainted with 
the history of Jharkhand and the pathetic plight of it’s original 
inhabitants, owing to their incessant exploitation. It is not disputed 
that the Jharkhand uprisings constitute a significant chapter 
among the revolts against the colonial British rulers. Jharkhand 
has, for ages been a storehouse of natural beauty and forest 
wealth. The present Jharkhand state comprises 22 districts of 
undivided Bihar of Chhotanagpur and Santhal Parganas. A 
Significant feature of Jharkhand is that approximately 95% of the 
tribals of erstwhile Bihar reside here. About 30 different tribal 
communities have been living in Jharkhand from ancient times 
and they are among the original inhabitants of this area. These 
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PEOPLE'S MOVEMENT IN CHHOTANAGPUR 3 


tribal communities have been regarded as the most ancient 
people in India. 


Among the major tribal communities residing in Jharkhand 
are Oraon, Munda, Santhal, Ho, Kharia etc. These communities 
have their own language, culture, and religions. The religion of 
the tribals has been termed ‘Adi-Dharma’ meaning ancient 
original religious belief. The customs and the laws of living of the 
trials is different from those of other communities and as far as 
ownership of land and immovable properties is concerned they 
have their own tradition. It is this tradition which has provided 
the predatory outsiders a thousand ways of usurping a tribal land. 


In the early years of the 20th century the pressure on the 
traditional life-style of the tribals was increasing rapidly and it 
began to be apparent that in their homeland their traditional 
fabric of social customs and life-style would be annihilated. The 
extent and ferocity of such pressure was never seen in any other 
part of the country. In order to understand the unusual and 
special predicament of Jharkhand it is imperative that we have 
an insight into the history and undercurrents peculiar to this 
region. 


An unique combination of geographical, cultural and historical 
ingredients have given Jharkhand a distinctive character. 
Chhotanagpur is a plateau and is a part of the world’s oldest 
landmass - gondawana Lands. Geologists acknowledge the fact 
that it is among the most stable areas in the world, where 
earthquakes are not likely to happen. A few centuries ago, the 
greater part of Chhotanagpur was covered with dense forests and 
it’s forest wealth was incomparable. Even today the world’s best 
sealing wax and a particular quality of silk is produced here. 
Apart from this, the world’s most dense Sal forest, the Saranda 
forest is in Jharkhand. For these and other reasons the region 
constituting Jharkhand today has been very different from the 
rest of Bihar. The rocks and earth of Jharkhand cover one of the 
most concentrated storehouse of minerals. For this reason ancient 
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4 BIRSA MUNDA 


historians have used the name ‘Heeranagpur’ (Land of Diamonds) 
to describe the region. The extant Jharkhand state covers 2% of 
land area of India but has approximately 30% of the mineral 
wealth of the country. 


The social hierarchy, the traditional panchayati system and 
their unique religion and linguistic individuality constitute the 
tribal ethos. The abundance of natural resources and the cultivable 
land which the tribals have prepared as autochems had gifted to 
them a relaxed, satisfied and smooth way of life. They did not 
have to struggle very hard for the necessities of existence. They 
truly lived a pastoral life. Their life was a confluence of rhythm 
and established unchanging pleasurable endeavour. Nature was 
their provider and they worshipped nature in it’s myriad forms 
and moods. The religion of the tribal centered upon Nature. 


The inherent and apparent wealth of Chhotanagpur or 
Jharkhand and the clear indications of commercial profit combined 
with the simplicity of tribals provided an open invitation to the 
outsiders. The greed and the hunger for easy procurement of 


money created a turmoil in the peaceful and simple existence in 
Chhotanagpur. 


The tortuous hilly tracks of Chhotanagpur and the dense 
forests had for long preserved the peaceful and well organised 
life of the original inhabitants. In ancient times, Chhotanagpur 
was ruled by the Nag Dynasty, and their sovereignty is 
continuously traced back to 64 A.D. Even today, their descendants 
live in different parts of Chhotanagpur. In the beginning, the 
Nagbanshi kings considered themselves representatives of the 
people, but with the passage of time sullied by a surfeit of wealth 
and royal grandeur, they began to distance themselves from the 
common people. Although the might of the Moghul Emperors 
was not pronounced in this region, yet there are many examples 
of the local king distributing and giving away entire villages in 
return for objects and resources for a luxurious life. 


The unrest and uprising in this area began with the advent 
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of British rule. It was in 1765 that the then Moghul Emperor 
Shah Alam-II bequeathed to the British the right to collect 
revenue. A little latter in 1780 the colonial rulers established a 
military collectorship in Ramgarh. From this time onwards the 
exploitation of the tribals of Jharkhand was institutionalized and 
acquired massive dimensions. New laws regarding the ownership 
of land were made and promulgated, the nuances of which the 
tribals were unable to comprehend. These laws opened the 
floodgates of illegal displacement of tribals from their land, which 
they had cultivated and where they had lived for generations 
going back to the beginnings of history. Even if the tribals 
complained and appeal against being dispossessed of their land, 
there was no redress. The tribals were completely ignorant of the 
language in which official work was conducted. Owing to the 
collusion between government authorities, the landlords and the 
traders not only the tribals began to rapidly lose their land and 
homes but fairly often they were declared guilty and had to 
undergo severe punishment. 


And from this point of time, the series of uprisings against 
the rulers and the exploiters started which anthropologists and 
social scientists have described as ‘A Cry of Despair’. Only a few 
years after the establishment of Ramgarh collectorate the first 
organised revolt by the tribals took place in Bundu. This uprising 
of 1799 is generally referred to as ‘The Munda Uprising’. The 
revolt was led by Bishu Manki. Within a year of this revolt the 
Bhumij revolt of Manbhum began and continued for two years. 
One of the main reasons for this series of uprisings was the 
indifference of the British administrators. They were concerned 
only with the collection of revenue and the increase in this 
revenue and as such they were obviously guilty of a criminal 
neglect concerning the mounting atrocities on the original 
inhabitants. The possibility of easy procurement of wealth and 
resources in Chhotanagpur was gradually publicized and became 
common knowledge resulting in a massive influx of outsiders. 
This process further accelerated as the government employees 
and the traders were all from outside and were” partners in 
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6 BIRSA MUNDA 


sharing this ill-gotten wealth. The local zamindars acted as agents 
of the colonial rulers for a collection of revenue. The tribals were 
left with no alternative except to revolt against this tyranny. 


From the Munda uprising of 1779 to the second Munda 
revolt in 1895-1900, a period comprising over a hundred years, 
there were more than ten revolts against the British Masters. It 
is a tragic truth that invariably the British rulers sided with and 
indeed protected the zamindars, traders and other exploiters. 
The Ulgulan of Birsa Bhagwan was the culmination of protest 
against the exploitation and incessant dehumanisation of tribals 
by this multi-headed hydra. 


The important districts of Singhbhum, Ranchi, Palamau and 
Santhal Parganas were originally inhabited by tribal communities 
like Oraon, Munda, Santhals and Ho. When about the year 
1750, outsiders in large numbers began to enter these areas, the 
ancient traditional social fabric of tribal life began to crumble and 
they were gradually compelled to leave their homes and the land 
which they had developed as autochems. In fact, even prior to 
the coming of the British the ruling dynasty and they had started 
to call themselves ‘Zamindars’. In the Munda society, and indeed 
among all tribals, the land was usually classified as ‘Khuntkatti’ 
and ‘Bhuinhari’ and belonged to the entire village now forged 
documents of lands were prepared and with the help of the rulers 
and the courts, tribals began to be dispossessed of their land. In 
the beginning, the king or the British rulers used to collect a fixed 
revenue. Gradually the greedy thekedars and zamindars began to 
extort money from the simple and honest tribals on different 
pretexts. A 19th century government document (1869-70) relates 
the different ways in which the tribals were exploited. The 
document runs something like follows :- 


If a horse was needed the Kol had to pay for it. If the 
zamindar needed a palki not only the Mundas and Oraons had 
to pay for it but had also to carry it. All expenses of the zamindar, 
like for their singers. the cows producing milk and betel leaves 
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had to be borne by the tribals. If there was a death in the family 
of the zamindar entire expenses of the rituals had to be defrayed 
by the tribals. It was also.mandatory for the tribals to present gifts 
whenever a child was born in the zamindar’s family. In case a 
thekedar was convicted in a court the penalty had to be 
deposited by the Kol. Even in case of the birth of a child in a 
tribal family they were forced to give presents to the zamindars 
and thekedars. Apart from all these, the tribals had to work for 
the zamindars and thekedars as ‘Begars’, without receiving any 
payment. 


The like of this inhuman exploitation has not been known 
in any other part of India. These were the reasons why the tribals 
rapidly lost their homes and cultivable land. The measure of the 
tribal’s tragic destiny was that whenever they appealed against 
this inhuman tyranny, the British rulers invariably supported the 
zamindars and thekedars. From as early as 1787 revolts against 
this injustice had begun. The epicenter of these acts of 
dehumanising exploitation was Panch-pargana, situated in the 
east of Ranchi. Succession of uprisings started from here. After 
the Munda uprising and Bhumij revolt there was the Chero 
uprising in Palamau and the revolt of Mundas in Tamar. 


Once again, in 1819-20 the Mundas revolted in Tamar, 
Panch-pargana. 1832-33 was the year of the Kol uprising. In 
1834, Chhotanagpur saw the Bhumij uprising. In 1855-56 there 
was the historic Santhal rebellion led by Sidhu-Kanhu which took 
place in Santhal Parganas. From 1872-1895 the Sardar 
movement spread to all parts of Chhotanagpur. 
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Chapter-lI 


BIRSA MUNDA MOVEMENT AND 
IT'S BACKGROUND 


W. TOWARDS THE closing years of 19th century the 
adivasis rose in protest against the British rulers, it was certainly 
not an unexpected event. Birsa Munda’s personality grew and 
developed in such a way in the existing turmoil in Chhotanagpur 
that the different stands of contemporary life in the plateau 
where inextricably interwoven in it. At the comparatively young 
age of 25, Birsa had acquired an in depth knowledge of the 
social and economic exploitation of the adivasis. Birsa’ striking 
personality and his revolt, which he termed ‘Ulgulan’, was the 
outcome of a long-continuing historical predicament. Indeed, 
Birsa left an indelible impression not only on tribal society but 
also on the exploiters. What distinguished him from others who 
were leaders of uprisings against the British, is the fact that he 
became a symbol and icon of nuances that envelop the entire 
society in Chhotanagpur. Religious purification and social 
awareness were integral ingredients of his movement. Birsa 
raised his voice and flexed his muscles culminating in an armed 
struggle against the marauding outsiders and their protectors, the 
colonial masters. He also dreamt of recreating the grandeur and 
wonder of ancient tribal culture and made an attempt to underline 
the distinctive features of the ancient religion of the Munda. 
Birsa was a visionary and he tried to remove external 


influences tarnishing the purity of the ancient Munda social 
structure. 
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Birsa’s revolt was multifaceted and all-embracing. The 
Christian missionaries set their foot on the plateau of 
Chhotanagpur in 1845. In many important ways by then the 
tribal social pattern had become weakened and anemic. In this 
atmosphere of growing decadence, the arrival of the missionaries, 
their social service and their efforts towards development in the 
field of education influenced a substantial number of people. An 
important feature of the Sardar Movement which was the 
precursor to Birsa uprising, was the belief that the people had on 
the missionaries and on the ability of the missionaries to convey 
their woes and unhappy plight to the authorities. However, this 
faith gradually began to dim and to turn into despair. Birsa was 
also able to convince the people that there was not much 
difference between the missionaries and the rulers. 


The traditional strands of the Munda way of life and the 
social laws regarding the ownership and management of land 
were continuously being adversely affected by the influx of 
outsiders and this was a fatal and ominous indication of future 
annihilation. Munda society was facing a two-pronged onslaught 
- the alienation of their land developed and cultivated through 
generations as also the emasculation of a social structure whose 
beginnings could be traced to a hoary and ancient past. 


Even prior to the advent of the British, the Nagbanshi kings 
of Chhotanagpur had bequeathed large portions of land to 
outsiders and granted them the right to collect taxes, in return for 
objects of luxury and resources ensuring a dissipated life of 
pleasure. With the passage of time these zamindars on their part 
had granted some rights to their near ones. The Mundas and 
other adivasis rose in rebellion against this scenario of oppression 
time and again since 1779. In the different parts of India this 
feudal system was the norm and with its spread, the distinctive 
tribal system of land management and economic structure were 
destined to disintegrate. 


In order to embellish their revenue the kings of Chhotanagpur 
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invited outsiders and from their point of view, this invitation was 
successful. According to one study, in the middle of 19th century 
there were about six hundred Jagirdars in Chhotanagpur who 
had come from outside the region. They were given ownership 
from half a village to hundred fifty villages individually. Very little 
tended and cultivated land was left with the Mundas and the 
Oraons, and whatever was left was slipping from their fingers 
without any hindrance. This was the period when the Jagirdars 
brought into Chhotanagpur by the king and their relatives were 
deceitfully evicting the adivasis from their land, some times using 
force. Whenever the original owner of a ‘Bhuinhari’ or ‘Khutkatti’ 
land died, the land was taken over by the Jagirdars. 


The canvas against which the Birsa Munda movement 
unfolded comprise both the problem of land alienation and 
cultural disintegration. There was yet another method of 
dehumanising the tribals they were forced to do ‘begar’ i.e. work 
without any kind of payment or compensation. There were 
occasions when Mundas and other adivasis had to work for the 
zamindars twenty or more days in a month without receiving any 
payment. This was unmitigated torture. A pathetic example of 
this is that the villages in Sonepur in Chhotanagpur which 
constituted the paternal legacy of the Mundas and the Mankis, 
were distributed among Muslims, Sikhs and other Thekedars. 
This act of injustice was perpetrated by Harnath Sahi, the 
younger brother of the Raja of Chhotanagpur. As a result, a wave 
of anger swept over the Mundas and they revolted, forcing the 
Mahajans and the thekedars to rin away for some time. 


The last armed rebellion of the Mundas was Birsa Munda’s 
‘Ulgulan’. In order to appreciate the character and the implications 
of this movement it is necessary to study the Sardar Movement 


which had gradually overtaken almost entire Chhotanagpur 
between 1870 to 1895. 


The Christian missionaries arrived in Chhotanagpur in 
1845 and broughi with them a new influence on tribal religion 
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and culture. Although the missionaries had landed in 1845 it was 
in 1850 that some tribals became Christians. By 1895 the 
number of Christian tribals in Chhotanagpur had grown to more 
than forty thousand. 


The missionaries were responsible for the spread of literacy 
and education in the region and the adivasis gradually began to 
be aware of their rights. The ancient tribal religion was affected 
and even diluted to some extent with. the coming of the 
missionaries but becoming aware of their rights, the tribals also 
became capable of resisting exploitation by the zamindars. Owing 
to the sympathetic and humane behaviour of the missionaries the 
tribals had begun to believe that their pathetic plight would be 
conveyed to the authorities and their decades old exploitation 
may find redressal. A number of missionaries did commendable 
work in preserving and compiling Mundari language and folk 
music as also in the field of Mundari customs and their genesis. 


At about this time, in 1869, the government enacted 
Chhotanagpur Tenures Act. The government also promulgated 
‘Scheduled District Act’ in 1874. With the enactment of these 
laws there was some degree of amelioration in the predicament 
of the adivasis and they were granted some protection. There 
were instances where in a few places the Christian tribals filed 
cases against the king of Chhotanagpur and against local officers. 
The process for the return of ‘Bhuinhari’ land to tribals was 
initiated and between 1870 to 1880 a survey of Bhuinhari land 


was conducted. 


The steps taken by the Government did not satisfy the 
tribals because they were not adequate and were much delayed. 
The leaders of the Sardar Movement wanted that the entire land 
wrested from the tribals should be returned to them. 


In 1876 the Christian missionaries belonging to the Lutheran 
(German) mission submitted a memorandum on behalf of the 
adivasis (Kol) in which the local authorities were indicted for 
indifference to tribal interests. The British authorities did not 
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accept this appeal and clarified that adivasis embracing Christianity 
should not expect any concessions or preferential treatment on 
account of their being Christians. (In contemporary documents 
adivasis are referred to as ‘Kols’) 


From 1858 to 1890 there are several instances when 
Christian adivasis protested against injustice and raised their voice 
for their rights. They also submitted memorandums and appeals 
to the government. It is true, however, that while Christian 
adivasis began to acquire education and their life-style became 
refined, there are few instances of their being shown particular 
preference by the authorities. 


It is indeed true that the features of the ancient religion of 
the tribals, in which nature and the worship of the nature were 
supreme, began to be somewhat compromised. There were 
some missionaries who attempted to introduce elements which 
were alien to the traditional morality of tribal way of life. There 
was a noticeable impact on the rituals connected with occasions 
like marriage, birth etc. Toward the end of the 19? century the 
impact of both Hindu and Christian religion began to be clearly 
noticeable in the life of adivasis. The process of change in the 
original life-style of tribals was gaining momentum. 


At about this point of time the tribals began to understand 
that the kind of help they expected from the missionaries in their 
every day physical well-being was not forthcoming. There was 
little indication of the Christian missionaries being successful in 
contributing any substantial addition to their physical possessions. 
By 1890 the tribal society was faced with the grim reality that 
while on the one hand they were being displaced from their 
lands, homes and forests, and other possessions, on the other 
the attempts made by the missionaries for improving their 
conditions were not meeting with the desired or expected success. 
By 1890 the Sardars were a disillusioned lot. The stark truth was 
staring them in the face that the foreign colonial rulers and the 
Christian missionaries were indeed birds of the same feather; that 
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there was a collusion between the foreigners and the zamindars, 
and that the adivasis will have to fight their own battle for 
survival. 


In this context Rev. Hoffman, an acknowledged scholar of 
Munda language, ‘Encyclopedia Mundarika’, stated that the tribals 
had come to the conclusion that British rulers did not care to 
listen to their appeal against injustice and exploitation and the 
Christian missionaries also did not come to their assistance. 


It was against this canvas of multicoloured mockery of the 
adivasi’s aspirations and identity that the Birsa Movement 
germinated and flowered. 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


Chapter-Ill 
SOCIAL STRUCTURE OF MUNDAS 


Bux. MOVEMENT WAS not confined to the Munda 
community. Other adivasi communities such as ‘Ho’ and ‘Oraons’ 
were also a part of it. Still the region where the movement 
started was the Munda dominated. This area is generally located 
in the South East of Ranchi, and where the exploiters were most 
active. Social Scientists and’ Anthropologists believe that the 
Mundas are among the most ancient people not only in India but 
in the entire world. In Chhotanagpur the Mundas are believe to 
be the autochems, who clear the forests and turn the area so 
cleared into cultivable land. It is believed that the Mundas have 
been the inhabitants of Chhotanagpur for more than 2,000 
years. There are a number of research scholars who have come 
to the conclusion that the Munda lineage could be traced back to 
be pre-vedic civilizations of Harappa and Moenjodaro. In fact, 
eminent historians like Prof. Ram Sharan Sharma have underlined 
traces the similarity between Munda social structure and life in 
these two ancient cities based on architectural evidence. 


The dense forests of Chhotanagpur were cleared by the 
Mundas and made amenable to human habitation and cultivation | 
of crops. Their lives were limited to the villages and the crop 
producing land round these villages. Prior to the intrusion of 
people from outside the area, particularly Bihar, their lives were 
peaceful. The Mundas were a contented community. 


Basically the Munda society represented a democratic system 
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of eco-existence. The inherent resources and immovable property 
bélonged to the entire village and in the beginning the Nagbanshi 
king of Chhotanagpur received a fixed amount as tax on a date 
or period decided by the villagers. In any Munda village the 
religious head was designated ‘Pahan’ and he was the most 
important individual in the community. As time passed by and the 
Munda society began to the infilterated, it was the ‘Munda’, the 
non spiritual head of the community gradually attained greater 
prominence and became more powerful. Before the outsiders 
came the ‘Munda’ used to function under the guidance of ‘Pahan’ 
and ensured that the wishes of Pahan were carried out by the 
community. During this British rule the Pahan’s domain was 
confined to religious rituals. The rulers and the zamindars began 
to ignore the Pahan and started giving greater importance to the 
‘Munda’ in the later part of 19th century instances were not 
unknown where the ‘Mundas’, prompted by greed and desire for 
proximity with the rulers and the zamindars, began to exploit 
their own people. 


In Munda society ‘Mahto’ also held an important position. 
His job was to assist both the ‘Munda’ and the ‘Pahan’ and he 
used to convey the directives of the ‘Mundas’ and the ‘Pahan’ to 


the villagers. 


A cluster of 12 to 20 villages was named ‘Parha’ and was 
presided over by the ‘Parha Raja’. If any of the villages was 
unable to solve its problems, these were presented before a 
meeting of the ‘Parha’ where ‘Parha Raja’ presided. A group of 
22 ‘Parhas’ had a titular head called ‘Raja’ and his advice was 
accepted by the ‘Munda’ and the ‘Pahan’. 


Generally speaking Munda’s belief in one God and their 
Almighty God is ‘Singbonga’. The word ‘Bonga’ means ‘God’. 
The Mundas also believe in the existence of other super natural 
beings. The prominent among these spiritual beings are 
‘Singhbonga ‘Desawlibonga’, ‘Barandabonga’, ‘Chandibonga , 
‘Orabonga , ‘Ikirabonga , ‘Marangbonga , ‘Bakribonga . 
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‘Banitabonga’, “‘Barangbonga’, ‘Singbonga’, off course is the 
Supreme god. 


The sacred place of worship of the Mundas is ‘Sarna’. 
Among the major festivals observe by the Mundas are Maghe- 
Parv, Gagu-Parv, Sarhul, Homba Parc, Karam etc. In virtually, all 
adivasi communities in Chhotanagpur the festivals of Sarhul and 
Karma are most widely observed and have a special significance. 
All these festivals are related to some aspect or particular form 
of nature, like agriculture, change of seasons or the flowering of 
trees and the growth of new leaves. 


The Munda society was developed and self-contained from 
ancient times. For centuries there was no encroachment which 
would disturb the sedate and serene rhythm of the lives of the 
adivasis. In the early decades of the 18th century when the 
Nagbanshi kings of Chhotanagpur began to provide facilities to 
outsiders to come and settle in Chhotanagpur, in return for 
objects of luxury, cracks began to appear in the social system 
successfully nurtured and developed for centuries. It was like 
disturbing the waters in order to fish. The lives of adivasis 
revolved around their land and villages and forests resources and 
these very ingredients began to be consumed by outsiders like 
termites. When the Munda began to be dispossessed of his land 
and home it was inevitable that their social, cultural and religious 
structure was enervated. The Santals and Mundas have a larger 
population than Mundas in Chhotanagpur. The Hos come next 
to Mundas. These tribal communities had their own languages 
and their own social edifice whose characteristics enable them to 
co-exist. The lives of all these communities adversely affected 
their lives and the flexibility of their social behavior which had 
enable them to live together for centuries as homogeneous units. 
Owing to the indifference of the British rulers and their lack of 
understanding the tribals gradually became homeless in their 
ancestral abodes. The British had no time to ponder over the fact 
that while rulers of small states were constantly engaging in 
skirmishes all over the country. Chhotanagpur was governed 
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peacefully by the longest continuing royal dynasty, the Nagbanshis 
since A.D.64. The 30 odd tribal communities lived peacefully 
together for centuries, till such time that the region had not 
attracted outsiders. 


The history of the Mundas of Central India has not yet 
completely freed itself from the tendrils of the past. When Birsa 
started his Movement the predicament in Chhotanagpur was 
tangibly different from the rest of India. The Munda tribal 
community, in proximity and interaction with other tribal 
communities, was living in Chhotanagpur with its ancient cultural 
and social heritage and distinctive linguistic identity and customs. 
The innocence of the tribals coupled with Chhotanagpur’s massive 
potential resources, were instrumental in attracting exploiters in 
the form of colluding thekedars, zamindars, jagirdars and officials 
with the tacit encouragement and protection of the colonial 
rulers. The British Courts and other decision-making institutions 
were beyond the reach of the adivasis. Perhaps the most 
important reason for this was that the traditional laws and 
procedures of the tribals were very different from the customs 
and laws followed by the administration and the outsiders. In 
addition to this, the tribals because of their distinctive linguistic 
heritage, were unable to comprehend the ways in which the new 
system worked. They were also unable to logically present their 
problems before the authorities. 


In order to understand the ancient ways of the Mundas 
whose genesis can be traced back to the hoary past it is 
necessary to have some insight into tribal customs. Even today 
there are about thirty tribal communities in Jharkhand. There is 
an under-current of homogeneity in the life-style and mind-set of 
the different tribes inhabiting Chhotanagpur. The general social 
structure of the tribes has also points of similarity, but the 
similarity does not extend to family and individual levels. Outsiders 
entering Chhotanagpur used to label all the tribals as ‘Kols’. 


The rapid metamorphosis of their tradition provides some 
clues to the genesis of the Mundas. Noted anthropologist Sharat 
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Chandra Roy has made an exhaustive study of the ‘Tribes of 
Chhotanagpur’ and has attempted to analyse Munda lores, folk 
songs and mythology. On the basis of his studies; Roy has come 
to the conclusion that the Mundari speaking tribes originally 
resided in the foothills and valleys of Arawali mountain chain and 
from there they eventually migrated to the south eastern part of 
Chhotanagpur, crossing the Vindhyachal and Kaimur tracts. 
Based on his study of Ramayana, Mahabharata and Rigveda, 
Sharat Chandra Roy concludes that after the coming of the 
Aryans the Munda tribal community had travelled as far as 
Azamgarh in Uttar Pradesh and Bundelkhand in Madhya Pradesh. 
Continuing their journey through Rohilkhand and Awadh, the 
Mundas, traversing Bihar, finally came to Chhotanagpur. Other 
tribal communities such as Asur, Birjia and Korwa also migrated 
towards Palamau and Chhotanagpur. During the ascendancy of 
Birsa Munda the Munda community generally resided in 
Singhbhum and in the hills south east of Ranchi. This entire area 
is often described as the Munda region. With the advent and 
advance of the Aryans the Munda communities began to be 
uprooted and after the last exodus, they finally came to Singhbhum 
and Ranchi. 


Today Mundas are considered to be the front-runners 
among the tribes who cleared dense forest areas for agricultural 
activities. Mundas are primarily an agricultural community and 
because of this reason they are deeply attached to their land. 
Agricultural land, instead of belonging to a particular individual, 
was traditionally owned by the entire family or the entire village. 
Taking undue advantage of this time-honoured tradition the 
outsiders were able to usurp their lands. The laws of the 
ownership of land approved by the British government in 
different part of India and the provision of individual possession 
of land helped the greedy zamindars to prepare forged false 
documents of land. These documents were extensively used to 


dispossess the tribal of his home and hearth, as the tribal had no 
such documents with him. 
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The Mundari language also provides valuable clues for 
tracing the origin of the tribe. The Munda community has also 
been described by anthropologists as constituting a ‘linguistic 
group’. Among the tribal languages in Chhotanagpur the Mundari 
language is considered to be the oldest. Some linguistic scholars 
are of the opinion that the Mundari language is related to the 
civilization of Moenjodoro and Harappa. The Mundari speaking 
tribes generally have look-alike features and physical characteristics. 
According to a German social scientist P.S. Smith traces of 
Mundari language are found in places like Madagaskar, Polynesia 
and Indonesia. Sharat Chandra Roy is of the opinion that it is 
difficult to arrive at a final conclusion regarding the origin of the 
Mundas. It is, of course, almost certain that in Chhotanagpur the 
Mundas were the autochems who laid the foundations of agriculture 
and a civilized way of life. 


According to available evidence the Munda community has 
been residing in Chhotanagpur for at least 2,000 years. Mundas 
call themselves ‘Horoko’ (man) and call their tribe ‘Horo’. As 
mentioned above, the Mundas are primarily an agricultural 
community. For increase and betterment of agricultural product 
they used various objects and devices. They used iron in their 
plough, apart from this they use iron spades and other tools 
which they are able to make themselves. In the process of 
cultivation they also make use of wooden tools also self-made. 
The Munda women weave a particular variety of cloth. The men 
in the community wear a kind of loin cloth which is called “Botoi’. 
This piece of cloth is usually 6 to 9 feet long and there is a 
special kind of weaving at the two ends of this cloth. The women 
use a longer piece of cloth with a typical border weave which 
they wrap around their waist and upper torso. 


The staple diet of the Mundas is rice. Rice grown in their 
own fields and vegetables grown in small adjacent pieces of land 
are part of their daily intake of food. The Mundas also hunt small 
and large animals for edible purposes. This was the daily ritual 
and life-style of the Mundas for generations. With the changing 
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social environment and the intrusion of other alien life-styles has 
brought about changes in the Munda society. Today, even the 
remotest village in the country is not unaffected by the progress 
of modernism. But during Birsa Munda’s time the Munda society 
was still a self-contained entity. 


In adivasi society men and women are treated as equals but 
the father is considered the head of the family. A family is 
recognised through the surname of the father. It is, of course, 
true that in traditional Munda society the women do not have the 
right to family or parental property. Yet the status of the wife is 
in no way considered inferior to that of the husband. The 
Mundas have many ‘gotras’ (kili) which are cardinal to their 
family’s identity. The Mundas believe that members of the same 
gotra’ have the same ancestor. This belief is the basis of the 
concept that the land belongs to the entire family. This distinctive 
characteristic of collective ownership of land by the family or the 
village does not exist outside tribal society. The ‘Khutkatti’ status 
of land or the collective ‘Khutkatti’ ownership of land on the basis 
of ‘gotra’ or ‘kili are exclusive to tribal society. 


The internal infrastructure of tribal society was highly 
sophisticated. Various social responsibilities and religious 
celebrations were the prerogative of democratically chosen ex- 
officio members who were endowed with adequate autonomy in 
their respective domains of functioning. The Mundas believe in a 
single almighty God whose name is ‘Singbonga’. Worship of 
‘Singbonga’ and paying obeisance are considered mandatory 
prior to taking up any work or project. With the passage of time, 
the proximity of other religions and societies gradually influenced 
and altered the traditional Munda rituals. 


The head of any Munda village is called ‘Munda’. Munda’s 
social and administrative authority was not challenged and 
whenever any problem or dispute surfaced, the Munda’s decision 
was final. It was ‘Munda’s responsibility to pay to the zamindar 
a fixed, time bound, rent or tax. In any affair or settlement with 
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other villages or communities the ‘Munda’ represented his own 
village. 


While the Munda’s hegemony was absolute in social and 
administrative matters, in religious rituals and obligations the 
‘Pahan’ directive carried absolute authority. As the ‘Pahan’ was 
the representative and the medium of the entire village in the 
eyer of almighty Singbonga his position was superior to that of 
the ‘Munda’. With all his responsibilities and rights the ‘Munda’ 
was a subordinate and assistant of the ‘Pahan’ in many important 
ways. Pahan commanded greater respect and his decisions were 
beyond questioning. There was also the provision of punishment 
for ignoring the decision or the directive of the Pahan. 


There were a number of other religious and social 
designations in the Munda society, like ‘Mahto’, ‘Thakur’, ‘Diwan’, 
‘Purohit’, ‘Ghatwar’ etc. All of them had their respective areas of 
operation. The distinctive feature of Munda society was that 
because of well ordered juxtaposition of different dignitaries and 
clearly defined areas of operation there was little possibility of a 
clash among the different village authorities.’ 


It is possible to analyse the Birsa Movement and it’s 
ramifications only if the changes in Munda society owing to 
external influences is understood. The different aspects of external 
pressure resulted in the crumbling of the traditional social fabric. 
The resulting changes created a great deal of dissatisfaction and 
disillusion in the villages of Chhotanagpur, particularly in the 
Munda region. 


The unprecedented support to the Birsa Movement had a 
number of reasons. The monumental changes and the devaluation 
of traditional, social, economic and religious predicament of the 
Mundas and the crumbling of their time honoured institutions in 
the last decades of the 19th century had created a feeling of 
insecurity and disillusionment. At every step the self respecting 
and independent Munda community was faced with noticeable 
insult and rebuffs. A chronological study of the events and their 
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disastrous consequences for the Mundas will explain the nature of 
the uprising and its deep impact. The zamindars were becoming 
more and more avaricious and their insatiable greed knew no 
boundaries. The tyranny of the zamindars and of the jagirdars 
appointed by them, as well as that of the traders were becoming 
limitless. There was no hinderance to their insatiable lust for 
misappropriating tribal property and the Mundas were completely 
at their mercy, unable to protect themselves. The courts and the 
law were indifferent spectators. One result of this state of affairs 
was the devaluation of the authority of ‘Pahan’. ‘Pahan’ was 
reduced to the status of an ordinary ‘Pujari’ performing rituals 
during marriages and other religious occasions. 


Now ‘Munda’ had become the most important member of 
the community. He was accepted as a mediator in all land 
disputes with the zamindar. Receipts for the purchase and sale of 
land and payment of taxes began to be issued in the name of the 
‘Mundas’. Thus, a conflict arose between the Mundas and the 
Pahans. In order to gain proximity to the zamindars and the 
jagirdars and to become their favourites, the Mundas and the 
Pahans began to compete with each other. The zamindars and 
jagirdars started giving loans to the Pahans and Mundas and in 
the event of their inability to pay back these loans they were 
dispossessed of their land and homes. The German Missionaries 
provided some legal and economic help to the Mundas. The 
sympathetic attitude of the missionaries and the fact that a large 
number of tribal children were being educated in missionary 
schools encouraged Oraons and Mundas to become Christians in 
large numbers. To provide legal help to the tribals in order to 
protect them from atrocities by the zamindars, the missionaries 


also appointed a preacher (Pracharak) to provide legal assistance. 
The name of this preacher was Ibrahim. 


Inspite of these, during the last decade of 19th century, the 
Mundas were beginning to feel that the missionaries had not 
been successful in solving their problems and that their efforts 
had not brought about the expected relief. The friendly relationship 
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between the missionaries and British authorities made the Mundas 
feel that there was not much difference between the two. During 
this third and final phase of their movement, the Sardars began 
to be disillusioned and realised that it was imperative that they 
found a new leader someone not dependant on the false 
assurances of the missionaries and able to provide sccour from 
the atrocities perpetrated by the ‘Dikus’ (outsiders). The first 
phase of the Sardar Movement was basically against displacement. 
In 1855 when after the Santhal rebellion, the British enacted 
some laws concerning transfer of tribal land, the Mundas had felt 
that they would be able to get back their lands through legal 
procedures. In the 8th and 9th decades of the 19th century the 
Sardar Movement began to concern itself also with the fast 
deteriorating social structure. 


The Birsa Movement was many-faceted from its inception. 
Birsa himself had the foresight and understanding to realise that 
Munda society was in need of economic, social, religious and 
political change and rejuvenation. With the loss of ownership of 
land, deterioration in other aspects of tribal life began to occur 
like a chain reaction. The measure of the significance of Birsa 
Munda’s Movement is its all embracing character. The structure 
and the traditional ‘Khutkatti’ land management system had 
become emaciated. The very cornerstone of life in a Munda 
village was decimated. The decline of their systematic and 
organised way of life had begun. 


The outsiders used yet another experiment to dissemble and 
enervate the tribals. An intoxicating drink ‘hanria’, derived from 
fermanted rice, was traditionally accepted and also consumed by 
the tribals. During their religious and social functions the use of 
“hanria’’ was socially permitted. The outsiders encouraged the 
consumption of intoxicating liquor and its use increased rapidly 
among the Mundas. ‘Mahua’ trees are found in abundance in the 
forests of Chhotanagpur and the outsiders established a large 
number of liquor vends and production units throughout 
Chhotanagpur. This had the effect of a two pronged exploitation 
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of tribals. The tribals found themselves placed within the claws of 
the pincer. The sale of liquor turned many a small trader into a 
rich businessman who was able to snatch the remaining tribal 
land with impunity born out of sheer money power, The 
widespread consumption of liquor dissipated the fabric of tribal 
life and resulted in moral depredation. Family relations and ties 
began to lose their sanctity. The authorities did make some half- 
hearted attempts to restrict the consumption of liquor but were 
never very serious about it. 


The various units of Munda society had begun to lose their 
importance and influence. The decisions of the Panchayats or the 
Mankis had lost their legal sanctity and all problems and disputes 
were now referred to the government courts. The exploitation of 
the tribals replaced the existing life-style and became the accepted 
norm. Towards the end of the 19th century large number of 
tribals began to migrate in search of work. Tribals looking for 
work were easy prey to middle-men. The middle-man used to 
move about in public places and weekly markets offering jobs to 
the gullible tribals and was able to send a substantially large 
number of tribals as labourers to Bengal and Assam. This mass 
migration caused irreparable damage to the disciplined and 
sedate adivasi society, which was now in tatters. 


Faced with dehumanising poverty and deprivation in their 
homes and villages the adivasis began to leave their villages in 
huge numbers in search of work. According to a contemporary 
survey, in the 6th decade of the 19th century, 13,000 adivasis 
in the Munda region had left Chhotanagpur to work as unskilled 
labour. In the tea gardens of Assam alone about 7,000 adivasis 
were working as labourers. Most of them were Mundas. Munda 
families started breaking up and their cultivable lands, prepared 
through generations of hard work, were slipping rapidly and 
unhindered through their fingers. Families of landowning farmers 
were. in their own land. reduced to a position worse than that of 
daily workers Among the tribal communities 


|; inhabiting 
Chhotanagpur, the Mundas suffered the most 


inhuman 
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exploitation. As the social and religious strands were inextricably 
interwoven in Munda society, Munda religion also did not remain 
unaffected. The denigration of the ‘Pahans’ prowess, and his 
devaluation compared to the ‘Mundas’, reduced the significance 
and stature of religious rituals. Religion and matters connected 
with the ownership of land were usually inseparable and 
dispossession of land naturally adversely affected Munda religion. 
The power wielded by the exploiters was commensurate with the 
influence of their religion on the religion of the Mundas. 


The Birsa Movement was at no time confined to a protest 
against economic exploitation. Birsa was also concerned with 
rehabilitating the catholicity of the rapidly vanishing ancient 
religion and culture of the Mundas. The exploitation of tribals was 
hydra-headed so that Birsa could never become merely a critic 
and protester against British rulers and their protected agents of 
depredation. Birsa was also an enemy of the moral degeneration 
seeping into the social structure and he made and attempt to 
remove and destroy the social evils mushrooming in adivasi social 
life. The significance and unique impact of Birsa Movement lay 
in the fact that it concerned itself with all aspects of society and 
was prompted by a desire for social and cultural renovation. 


Munda society had become enervated through unrelenting 
exploitation and was also affected by the proximity of other 
religions. Munda dominated villages in Chhotanagpur were also 
inhabited by other original community. With the advent of 
outsiders the Vaishnava Movement began at about this time and 
the ‘Kabir panthis’ also made their presence felt. Some Munda 
families were influenced by these groups. ‘Kabir panthis’ had 
nothing common with the Munda religion, yet it is a fact that 
some Mundas became ‘Kabir panthis’. Today “Kabir panthis’ are 
not traceable in Chhotanagpur. 


A non-adivasi community 'Swasi' had lived in Munda villages 
from ancient times, specially in Singhbhum and Ranchi. The 
Swasis were generally weavers and earned their livelihood through 
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weaving cloth. The Swasis were in touch with the contemporary 
jagirdars and zamindars and they were also friendly with the 
Mundas. A few members of the Swasi communities were followers 
of the Vaishnav cult. Traces of Vaishnav influence are seen in 
Birsa’s personality and thought-process. The pure and classic 
form of Vaishnav religion was not adopted by the Swasis. Munda 
religion also was influenced by the same modified form of 
Vaishnav religion. 


The exploiters had nothing to do with either religion or 
social customs of the Mundas and other adivasis. The exploiters 
enjoyed the protection of the foreign rulers and the authorities 
and they had also amassed substantial wealth. As such, it was 
inevitable that the shadow of their religion fell on Munda religion. 
It was in the 19th century that because of the infiltration of 
influential zamindars and thekedars that the Hindu religion 
impacted on traditional tribal religion and in some tribal villages 
gods like ‘Mahadeobonga’ and ‘Chandibonga’ found a place. The 
effect of Hindu religion is perceptible in Mundari folk songs of 
the period. Adivasi dances like ‘Domkach’ and ‘Paika’ are also 
the products of proximity with Hindu religion. Today, in Munda 
society one can discern the presence of non-adivasi festivals and 
beliefs. It is indubitably apparent that the non-tribal people co- 
existing in Chhotanagpur from early times are accepted as close 
friends by the Mundas and other adivasi communities. The 
people who have come Chhotanagpur in comparatively recent 


times and whose only aim was to exploit the local people are 
even today referred to as ‘Dikus’. 


An intrinsic and cardinal feature of Birsa Movement was its 
unmitigated opposition to any change in the ancient original 
Munda religion through external sources. To regain the catholicity 
and purity of the ancient adivasi religion, Birsa eventually 
established his own religion whose followers are still extant. The 
followers of Birsa’s religion are called ‘Birsaits’. 


The tribals had the support and goodwill of the Original non- 
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tribal inhabitants of Chhotanagpur. Owing to proximity and 
generations of interaction, their religion and culture were mutually 
affected. The sadans (non-tribal original inhabitants), however, 
did not deride tribal religion and culture. Sadans were generally 
more skilled than the adivasis, the reason for this being the 
absence of language barrier. In comparison with the tribals the 
sadans had developed closer connections with the traders, officials 
and zamindars. This certainly was beneficial to the tribals but 
changes seeped into tribal religion and culture. It is indeed true 
that on outcome of proximity was that the sadans also were 
influenced by Munda and adivasi culture. 
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Chapter-IV 


ADVENT OF CHRISTIAN 
MISSIONARIES IN CHHOTANAGPUR 


Odin TO THE organised efforts of the missionaries and 
the presence of some followers of Vaishnavism in Singhbhum, 
Munda religion had begun to be diluted and lose to some extent 
it’s esoteric quality. The Christian missionaries arrived in 
Chhotanagpur in 1845. With their coming, the influence of other 
religions on Munda society became more pronounced. 


In 1851, some Mundas embraced Christianity for the first 
time. Gradually, other adivasi communities, among whom oraons 
were the most prominent, also began to accept the Christian 
religion. Data regarding the number of followers of Christianity 
is available in contemporary reports and documents. These early 
missionaries were all Germans and are known as Lutherans, a 
name derived from that of Martin Luther King, the founder of the 
Protestant sect. The first German mission was established in 
Chaibasa in the Munda region. A school and attached hostel 
were part of this mission. It was to this school that Birsa was sent 
by his parents. Birsa lived in this hostel for about four years. The 


sojourn left an enduring effect on Birsa’s Personality and thinking. 
It also shaped his future destiny. 


The background of the Birsa Movement was to a considerable 
extent created by the coming of the missionaries and by their 
activities. During this period, about two decades Prior to Birsa’s 
student days, the Sardar Movement was playing an important 
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role in the Munda region. This movement owed its existence 
primarily to the coming of the missionaries to Chhotanagpur. 
The sermons of the missionaries, their commitment to social 
upliftment of the Mundas and their efforts in the field of 
education, began to attract the Mundas towards them. Whenever 
there was a problem, illness or dispute regarding ownership of 
land, the missionaries adopted an attitude favourable to the 
Mundas. Gradually, the missionary succeeded in winning the trust 
of Mundas and other tribal communities. In their sermons the 
missionaries generally expressed the view that the kingdom of 
God was not in this world. The missionaries lent a helping hand 
to the Mundas in the difficulties and problems faced by them in 
their day to day life. The belief started taking root in Munda 
society that the missionaries. would be able to help them fight the 
injustice perpetrated by the zamindars and the officials. This trust 
let them into accepting Christianity in noticeable numbers. One 
of the features of Sardar Movement was that it was supported by 
the followers of ancient Munda religion as well as by those who 
had embraced Christianity. 


In 1890, when Birsa left the mission hostel in Chaibasa and 
came to Bandgaon, the Mundas were already becoming 
disillusioned with the Sardar Movement. In many important ways 
the missionaries were indeed, able to help the Mundas. They also 
made sincere efforts to educate the tribals. Apart from this, a 
number of missionaries began to study the Mundari language. 
One important name in this context is that of Father Hoffman. 
He wrote a composite and exhaustive encyclopedia of Mundari 
language. Other missionaries also compiled and collected 
documents defining Munda culture and containing Mundari folk 


songs. 


Birsa’s own family had also accepted Christianity. As a 
result of this, the Mundas started discarding blind faith in 
supernatural beings. Having joined and studied in educational 
institutions established by the missionaries they had also begun to 


be conscious of their rights. Mundas began to understand for the 
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first time, the laws under which they were being governed. The 
zamindars and traders began to lose their ability to confuse and 
misguide the tribals. The solving of land related problems became 
easier because of the spread of education. 


Education and acquired knowledge were making the Munda 
youth independent and confident. The realisation began to dawn 
on Munda society that some important tenets of christianity were 
contradictory to Munda religion and culture. They began to feel 
uncomfortable about the manner and extent to which their 
traditional beliefs were being influenced by an alien religion. The 
primary reason for the disillusionment with the missionaries and 
the growing lack of enthusiasm among the protagonists of the 
Sardar Movement were the outcome of the failure of the 
missionaries to influence the rulers and their representatives. 
There is no dearth of instances where the Mundas failed to 
secure justice even on the ground of their having become 
christians. The rulers adopted stern attitude. The missionaries 
were warned in clear words not to interfere in official matters. 
On the one hand, the Mundas had become educated and 
conscious because of the modern education imparted by the 
missionaries in their educational institutions. At the same time, 
they had begun to realise that the missionaries were unable to 
find a solution to their myriad problems. In addition, the adverse 
impact on traditional customs, personal behaviour and social 
observances was bre2ding dissatisfaction with the efforts of the 
missionaries. The combined effect of all these factors was the 
weakening of the Sardar Movement. A sizeable number of 
Mundas also began to suspect that there was an element of 
collusion between the missionaries and the British official. The 
continuous struggle by the Mundas for protecting their rights and 
the enervated state of the Sardar Movement provided the 
background and impetus for the Birsa Movement. Birsa’s first 
political utterance was ‘Topi Topi Ek Hain’ - meaning that all 
foreigners are the same whether they are missionaries or Officials. 


The tragic combination of the sad plight of the Mundas 
resulting from their being displaced from their lands and external 
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influences on Munda society and culture were responsible for a 
number of tribal uprisings. Shortly after the advent of the British 
in the area dissatisfaction began to spread among the tribals. The 
coming of the British signalled the demise of the traditional 
‘Khutkatti’ land management system. The outsiders began to 
devour tribal property like termites. From 1789 to 1832, there 
were a number of uprisings and continuous opposition to colonial 
rule. During this period the tribals participated in a number of 
violent uprisings against the British. These uprisings were subdued 
with merciless efficiency. With the arrival of the German 
missionaries in 1845 and the subsequent coming of the Roman 
Catholic and Anglican missionaries, The uprisings against the 
British rulers gradually became less violent. Sardar Movement 
was itself a peaceful movement. The failure of the Sardar 
Movement, the continuing heinous attempts to dislodge the 
tribals from their land and the growing disillusionment with the 
promises and the efforts made by the missionaries “together 
created the platform for the Birsa Movement. 


The Birsa Movement was the last violent and armed rebellion 
by the adivasis. This rebellion did not continue for long but it’s 
results were decisive and lasting. Birsa appeared as a protector 
of ancient tribal religion and culture. Birsa also brought a new life 
and imparted an invigourating flavour to the flagging Sardar 
Movement and certainly became a legendry leader who had the 
unflinching support of the tribal and non-tribal community living 
in Chhotanagpur for generations. The independent and self- 

respecting tribals living among nature’s bounty had inherited their 
pastoral quality of life. Tribal life represented a combination of 
inherited culture and individual behaviour. Esoteric and far from 
the madding crowd, the tribals were like an island unto themselves, 
yet they regarded the entire human race as a family and 
welcomed strangers in their midst with courtesy and affection. 
Mundas, Santhals, Oraons and other tribal communities were 
proud, guileless and trusting but possessed an innate indomitable 
courage and an inherent disposition to rebel against tyranny. 
Their innocent and isolated life had not prepared them to 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


39 BIRSA MUNDA 


comprehend the intruders’ deciteful ways. Yet, it is a historical 
truth that while the rest of the country was dominated by the 
British, Chhotanagpur witnessed a succession of rebellions against 
the British spanning over a hundred and fifty years. Tribals, 
armed with bows and arrows and with axe meant for cutting 
wood fearlessly faced the might of the British. The ‘Kol’ uprising 
of 1832 and the rebellion of 1855 were ferocious in nature and 
forced the British to acknowledge the gravity of the instances. 
The foreign rulers made changes in the laws after these two 
uprisings and attempted to ameliorate the predicament of the 
tribals. Yet the exploiters again became active. The exploiter’s 
tenacity was strengthened by the fact that he was also a 
middleman and in favour with the powers that be as he had the 
ability to converse and influence the rulers. Tradition, age-old 
customs and institutions lay in shambles in Munda society but 
economic deprivation was perhaps what aggravated the feeling 
of despair. Destitutes cannot afford the luxury of recalling with 
nostalgic fervour, a bygone-era and indeed, the seeds of deprivation 
had begun to germinate even before Chhotanagpur came under 
direct British administration. 


The economic edifice of the Mundas was based on collective 
ownership of land. The tax given to the king was fixed and 
reasonable but eventually the attraction of luxurious life turned 
the king into a feudal overlord. The Nagbanshi kings started the 
system of ‘Khorpos’. i.e. to procure resources necessary for a 
grand life-style and a payment for the beautification of their 
palaces by the skilled craftsman, the kings began to gift away 
villages to outsiders. With the advent of the British this feudal 
tendency acquired legal sanction because in the rest of the 
country the zamindars, jagirdars and rulers of small fiefdoms 
were the emblems as well as the sources of revenue through 
which the British maintained their regal hegemony. The system 
was like an undesirable aberration in the region as it further 
accelerated the process of displacement of tribals from ‘Khutkatti’ 
and “Bhuinhari’ lands. Munda farmers became homeless and 
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were forced to work without compensation. Protected outsiders 
not only took away ‘Bhuinhari’ lands but ultimately taking 
recourse to legal procedures, with which the adivasis were 
unfamiliar, transferred these lands in their names and in the 
names of their relatives. The people responsible for usurping 
tribal land gradually became zamindars and the tribal landowners 
were transformed into labourers and bdhded labourers. The 
British rulers had made the procedure for rent collection so 
complex that the protectors became the oppressors. There was 
no end to the travails of the Mundas. The British authorities were 
not unfriendly or inimical towards the tribals on an individual 
level, yet because of the language barrier and ignorance of tribal 
laws regarding ownership of land, they were not able to render 
adequate respite and help. Had the insatiable combined greed of 
the zamindars, jagirdars, thekedars and local authorities had not 
crossed all limits, the adivasis may not have had to face 
dehumanising poverty. 


This was the canvas against which the features of Birsa 
Movement unfolded. Birsa appeared like a lotus growing out of 
the cesspool of exploitation. A lotus whose petals were scattered 
at the early steps of human life. Yet. flaming a little way across 
the grey pages of Chhotanagpur’s history, Birsa lit a lamp 
forever. In many quarters, he is considered worthy of being 
endowed with the title of ‘Bhagwan’. A. young man of 25 
underlined the truth enshrined in the words of an English poet ‘a 
small ephemeral flower has greater significance than a fruitless 
tree standing for a hundred years. 
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BIRSA MUNDA—HIS LIFE AND 
MISSION 


Bra MUNDA WAS born in a Munda family and he 
realised at an early age that every aspect of Munda life, social. 
religious and economic had become subject to exploitation. As a 
consequence, the Birsa Movement was multi-dimensional and 
Birsa tried to preserve the ethos and identity of the Mundas. 


By the end of 1890 the Sardar Movement had weakened 
considerably and most of it’s leaders had been arrested. The 
areas where the Sardar Movement was most noticeable 
(Singhbhum, Panch Pargana, Ranchi and it’s surroundings), had 
become peaceful. However, there was an undercurrent of 
dissatisfaction. The missionaries had lost the trust of Mundas and 
other tribals. The adivasis had begun to suspect that the 
missionaries would not be able to provide relief from the injustice 
meted out to them by the authorities, zamindars, Jagirdars and 
thekedars. The tribals also began to feel that at some point there 
was a collusion between the exploiters and the missionaries. 


At the cross roads of dissatisfaction and disillusion the 
Mundas felt the need for a leader and this leadership was 
provided by Birsa Munda. The adolescent years of Birsa’s life and 
his personality presented sufficient indication that he would be 
able to provide the exploited and deprived tribals with relief. 


Birsa was 20 years old when he began his Movement. 
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There was an absence of a systematic procedure to record death 
and birth in Munda society. Therefore, it is but natural that there 
is an uncertainty about Birsa’s birth place and date of birth. 
Some chroniclers of the events in Birsa’s life are of the opinion 
that he was born on 15th November, 1875. There is no 
documented proof of this. Contemporary official records indicate 
that in 1895 Birsa was 20 to 22 years old. Rev. Hoffman, an 
acknowledged scholar of Munda language and culture, has said 
that in 1895 Birsa had made a statement that he has been 
chosen by God to save the Mundas. According to Hoffman, at 
the time of this proclamation Birsa was 22 to 25 years old. 
Available documents and reports put Birsa’s year of birth as 
1874 or 1875. However, it is generally accepted that Birsa was 
born on 15th November, 1875. 


There is written proof of an incident during Birsa’s childhood. 
Birsa’s ‘confirmation’ as a Christian was performed in Singhbhum 
at the Lutheran Mission Church, Chaibasa on 7th May, 1886. 
Birsa’s ‘confirmation’ was conducted by Rev. Dedlock. At that 
time Birsa was about 12 years old. Similarly, there is a dispute 
about Birsa’s birth place. Some people believe that Birsa was 
born in Ulihatu village while others are of the opinion that Birsa’s 
birth place is the village Bamba near Chalkad. A large number 
of Munda folk songs about Birsa are available even today. In 
these folk songs both Chalkad and Ulihatu are described as 
places where Birsa was born. 


An anecdote about Birsa’s ancestors is prevalent in 
Chhotanagpur even today. Birsa’s ancestors belonged to the 
‘Purti gotra, which is a prominent branch among Mundas. Two 
brothers, Chuttu Purti and Nagu Purti, arrived on the banks of 
Domdamra river. in what is now believed to be the part of Ranchi 
called Chutia. The two brothers crossed the river, perched on a 
floating log. On reaching the opposite bank they discovered a 
mouse taking shelter in a cavity of the log. It is believed that the 
ancient name Chutia Nagpur i.e. Chhotanagpur, is derived from 
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the experience of the two brothers. A locality in Ranchi is even 
today called Chutia. 


Birsa’s father Sugna Munda was born in Uihatu. Sugna was 
married to Karmi of Ayubhatu village. Karmi was the eldest 
daughter of Deevar Munda. Sugna and Karmi had five children 
- 3 boys and 2 girls. The sons were named Kota, Birsa and 
Kanhu whereas the daughters were called Daskir and Champa. 


The German missionaries were active in East Singhbhum, 
Tamar, Bundu and in the adjourning areas of Ranchi. Kanhu, the 
elder brother of Birsa’s father Sugna had become christian in the 
German mission. Later Sugna himself and his younger brother 
Pasna embraced christianity in Bamba village. On becoming 
christian Birsa’s father changed his name to Masih Das and 
became a preacher in the German mission. 


Birsa’s early years were spent in Chalkad in his parent's 
home. It was the life of an ordinary Munda family, simple, free 
and lived in proximity with nature. Birsa’s personality, however, 
presented some unusual features. He became proficient in playing 
the flute. In the village ‘Akhra’, where all the youth gathered, 
Birsa stood out. The families residing near Birsa’s home had also 
noticed certain peculiarities in his behavior and deportment. 


Birsa’s eyes had a sharp and disturbing look which often troubled 
his mother. 


Sugna’s family was impoverished like that of other Munda 
‘Raiyats’ and Birsa had to go to his maternal uncle’s home at 
Ayubhatu for about two years. During this period he used to 
study at a school in Salgah which was managed and conducted 
by a man called Jaipal. Salgah was not very far from the two 
landmarks of Birsa Movement Sail Rakab Hills and Dombari 
Hills. There are a number of stories which are similar to each 
other, pertaining to this period of Birsa’s life. Birsa used to take 
the herd of goats for grazing to the fields. One of the stories is 
that one day he became so engrossed in meditation that the 
goats destroyed large areas planted with grain. Another story is 
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about Birsa being so deeply engrossed in playing that a wolf 
managed to carry away a goat. 


Being chastised for the above incidents Birsa had to shift to 
his elder brother Konta Munda’s house in Kundibertola village. 
Subsequently, Joni the younger sister of Birsa’s mother, who was 
very fond of Birsa, took him to her husband's house in Khatanga. 
After these incidents Birsa went to the German mission at Burju, 
where he took the lower primary examination. 


Those who are familiar with the life of the Mundas will not 
be surprised at Birsa being taken so frequently to the homes of 
his relatives. Even today Mundas pay respect to distant and near 
relatives and are generally gregarious. The German mission at 
Burju played an important role during Birsa’s formative years. It 
was necessary for Birsa to go to Burju because the school at 
Salgah did not have the provision for conducting with the 
German missionaries. At that time Chaibasa was the centre of 
German mission and there was an upper primary school there. 
It was because of this that his father decided to send Birsa to 
Chaibasa. Birsa was baptised in Burju and became christian. 
Birsa’s christian name was Daud. 


Chaibasa was then the centre for higher education. 
Consequently students from Khunti, Tamar, Bundu and other 
regions used to come there. Birsa’s mother was unwilling to send 
Birsa away from home as she was disturbed about Birsa’ strange 
behavior and words from his younger days. Yet, bowing to | 
Birsa’s inclination, his father took him to Chaibasa. Birsa and his 
friends Daud from Kundari and Ishhaq, the son of a priest and 
Abhiram son of Jona of Landiluhai reached Chaibasa after the 
date for admission was over. Yet, noticing Birsa’s sincerity and 
the fact that the soles of Birsa’s and his friend’s feet were 
lacerated because of walking bare foot for miles to reach 
Chaibasa, the priest admitted them to the school. On 7th May, 
1886 Birsa was confirmed as a christian in Chaibasa. This is the 
first recorded date in Birsa’s early life. 
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Birsa also got a place in the hostel in Chaibasa. Birsa’s 
confirmation as a christian was administered by Rev. Dedlock. 
Birsa was also Dedlock’s pupil in Chaibasa. During this period 
the head of the mission at Chaibasa was Rev. Nottrot, whose 
fame had spread far and wide. Birsa came into close contact with 
Nottrot. 


Birsa spent four years from 1886 to 1890 in the school at 
Chaibasa. During this long period, Birsa’s character and 
individuality developed and were shaped. There is an anecdote 
that an old woman after scrutinizing Birsa’s forehead had observed 
that he would achieve much in his life, that he will get nothing 
from the rulers of the authorities, yet he would become a legend. 


While staying in the hostel, Birsa had sufficient opportunities 
to listen to the sermons of the priests. As Birsa was bold and 
fearless, he often questioned the priests and engaged in debates 
with them. A sermon by Rev. Nottrot left a deep impression on 
Birsa. Ref. Nottrot was talking about the kingdom of God and he 
said that if Mundas accepted christianity they may enter the 
kingdom of God even on this earth. The sermon disturbed Birsa 
and compelled him to think about the atrocities, the Mundas 
were being forced to endure. Perhaps, Nottrot’s sermon inducted 


the seeds of revolt against injustice and helped in making Birsa 
a rebel. 


By 1886-87 the Missionaries and the Sardars were beginning 
to part ways. The centres of the Sardar Movement, Bandgoan 
and the adjoining areas were not far from Chaibasa. Birsa studied 
and experienced the Sardar movement from very close quarters 
and tried to understand its significance. The Sardar movement 
was in essence an effort towards removal, through the help of 
the missionaries and the courts, of the injustice and exploitation 
to which Mundas were being subjected to by zamindars and 
jagirdars. Yet, the missionaries were not able to do much by 
1890. The greed for money and the protection of the authorities 
were ceaselessly instigating the outsiders to exploit and dehumanise 
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the simple tribals. When at the age of 15-16 Birsa left the hostel 
at Chaibasa, he had already become a mature, thinking individual. 
He had developed an insight into the mechanism of exploitation. 
The constant assault on Munda culture, society and religion had 
filled Birsa with deep anguish and anger. The background of the 
Birsa Movement had begun to adopt a concrete shape. Birsa had 
become sufficiently equipped to assume the unavoidable role of 
an activist. 


Birsa had also discerned strands of an impractical attitude 
towards the existing predicament in the sermons of the priests. 
It was about this time that the Roman Catholic Mission was also 
becoming active in Chhotanagpur. Despair and Disillusionment 
were compelling the Mundas to desert the German missionaries. 
Mundas began to be attracted towards the catholic mission. Yet 
this did not provide release to the Mundas from their pitiable 
condition. Birsa had begun to criticize Rev. Nottrot and other 
priests. This resulted in Birsa’s expulsion from the school and 
hostel. It is also believed that as the Sardars were disillusioned 
with the missionaries, they put pressure on Birsa’s father Sugna 
to remove Birsa from the mission at Chaibasa. 


After this incident, Birsa began to distrust and to be 
indifferent towards the missionaries. He also decided that all 
foreigners are the same, whether they were missionaries or 
rulers. The Birsa Movement was antagonistic to the British not 
only because they supported the zamindars and the jagirdars. He 


also believed that as foreigners the British had no right to rule 


over India. Birsas significant statement ‘people wearing hats 


were the same’, was made about this time. Birsa also strongly 
objected to the Mundas being considered right to call the Mundas 
dishonest as the Mundas had not harmed any one. Missionaries 
themselves. Birsa felt, were indulging in harmful activities against 
the Mundas. 
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Goodian, Eliasur, Tenga, Bokka and Michael. They had 
experienced and felt the bold and questioning ways of Birsa and 
had begun to consider him an important part of the Sardar 
Movement. The Sardars were convinced that Birsa possessed an 
inherent capacity to influence and to awaken the masses. They 
began to persuade Birsa to become a permanent part of their 
movement. During this phase of the Sardar movement Birsa had 
begun to oppose both the missionaries and the rulers. Birsa had 
indeed listened attentively to the sermons of the priests. The 
occasional criticism of the ancient Munda religion by these priests 
was painful and intolerable to Birsa. Birsa disliked the influence 
of any other religion upon the ancient Munda religion. Inspite of 
the fact, the Birsa’s own family had accepted Christianity and 
that a substantial number of the leaders of the Sardar movement 
were Christians, Birsa, like many others, was becoming 
disenchanted with the missionaries and the rulers alike. 


In 1890, after leaving Chaibasa, Birsa and his family had 
severed their connection with the German mission. Sardar 
movement too had gradually turned against the German 
missionaries. For a short while, Birsa was attracted towards the 
Roman catholic mission. Shortly afterwards, however, Birsa and 
his family disowned christianity and returned to the fold of the 
ancient Munda religion. In 1890 itself, Birsa went to Bandgaon 
which is situated between Khunti and Chakradharpur. At that 
time Bandgaon was the domain of an influential zamindar 
Jagmohan Singh. Birsa came in contact with Anand Panr who 
was working as a clerk with Jagmohan Singh. Anand Panr was 
religious minded. He was a follower of the Vaishnav sect and 


spent a great deal of his time in worship and in observing 
different rituals. 


Anand Panr possessed a knowledge of Hindu religion and 
Puran. He studied religious books pertaining to Hindu religion. 
Anand Panr provided Birsa with substantial knowledge about 
Vaishnavism and instructed him about its rituals. In the region 
surrounding Bandgaon the Vaishnav sect was prominent. Birsa 
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spent about three years with Anand Panr and his brother 
Sukhnath Panr. During this period Birsa began wearing the 
sacred thread, worshiping the Tulsi plant and putting on sandle 
wood mark on his forehead. Some of the Birsa followers believe 
that in Patpur near Bandgaon Birsa saw Vishnu. 


Stories about the heroes and warriers told in Ramayana 
and Mahabharata strengthened Birsa’s resolve to fight against 
injustice. The uprooting of the atrocities being committed on the 
Mundas by the zamindars and jagirdars became an important 
part of Birsa’s mission. At this time Birsa developed a strong 
resentment against the missionaries, the rulers as well as against 
the zamindars and jagirdars. Birsa learnt and was able to 
memorise certain ‘Mantras’ while in the company of Anand 
Panr. By reciting these mantras he later endeavoured to eradicate 
the ills and sorrows of the adivasis. 


It could be said that the relationship between Birsa and 
Anand Panr had developed into that of a teacher and his pupil. 
Anand pantr’s influence turned Birsa into a vegetarian. Bandgaon 
was, of course, a centre of the Sardar Movement. Birsa did not 
feel the need for keeping himself away form the Sardar movement. 
Leaving Bandgaon, Birsa went to Khatanga village and from 
there to his paternal home in Chalkad. There was a noticeable 
and significant change in Birsa’s personality during 1893-95. 
Contemporary descriptions indicate that Birsa was an extremely 
presentable and attractive young man and possessed a striking 
physique. His deportment, manners and expression were able to 
leave a lasting impression on anyone who came in contact with 
Birsa at this juncture of his life. 

The mixture of the sermons of the priests and the tenets of 
Vaishnavism learnt from Anand Panr generated in Birsa a new 
and growing attachment to the ancient Munda religion. Birsa 
was restless and undoubtedly his restlessness was the result of his 
search for identity and his desire to do something for his society. 


During this period Birsa underwent a number of unusual 
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and even supernatural experiences. It is not possible to state 
these events with chronological accuracy. Yet, it is indeed certain 
that these incidents changed Birsa’s personality and also laid the 
foundation of his popularity among the people. The incidents 
and unusual experience of Birsa were the milestones marking 


Birsa’s journey from an ordinary human being to a leader of men 
and times. 


One of the incidents is that of Birsa’s experiencing a dream 
while he slept. Birsa confided to Bir Singh Munda of Chalkad 
about this dream. In the dream Birsa met an old man with snowy 
white hair. The old man sat on a chair placed in a field and he 
planted a mahua tree. The tree was covered in oil and was 
extremely slippery. There was a valuable object placed at the top 
of the tree and the old man invited four persons to bring down 
that object. One of the persons invited was a formless soul, a 
‘bonga’. After the bonga, a king and a magistrate also tried to 
bring that object as desired by the old man. Birsa also told his 
confidants that he was not able to describe that valuable object 
as he woke up. 


Birsa once told Bir Singh Munda “Singbonga, the supreme 
deity of the Mundas has given me sufficient strength and authority 
and we should not worship any other supernatural being. | will 
heal the sick and the ailing. Chutia Nagpur is the legacy of the 
Mundas and we will not obey the orders of the rulers, We will not 
give any taxes, we will not comply with the directives of the 
police, magistrates and zamindars and we will not do begar 
(unpaid labour).” 


Another significant incident took place while Birsa was in 
the forest with some friends. It seemed that a flash of lightning 
came from the sky and enveloped Birsa’s entire body. Birsa’s 
complexion and colour suddenly changed from dark brown to 
yellow. This incident confirmed Birsa’s identity as an unusual and 
god-gifted person. Birsa’s friends talked about this incident and 
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Birsa’s prestige multiplied. Prior to this, Bir Singh Munda had 
already talked about Birsa’s dream. Gradually Birsa began to be 
called ‘Birsa Bhagwan’. 


Following these incidents Birsa’s behaviour underwent 
noticeable changes and he became instrumental in curing the 
physical ills of the people. Crowds from different villages began 
to gather around Birsa. During that period Birsa used to eat only 
once during the day and spend a great deal of time in worship 
and meditation. 


Birsa’s fame spread to distant areas of Chhotanagpur. The 
crowds of people who desired to see him began to grow with 
each passing day. People began to believe that Birsa was 
endowed with supernatural powers. It is said the Birsa used to lay 
his hand on the sick people brought to him and he used to pray 
and miraculously the patients began to be cured. In this context, 
two events are worth narrating. Once a Munda woman brought 
her sick son to Birsa. Birsa lay his hand on the boy’s head and 
recited some ‘mantras’. Gradually, the boy became well. This 
resulted in an increase in the number of the believers. Shortly 
afterwards, a villager from Katui village came and informed Birsa 
that an epidemic had spread in his village. Birsa immediately 
accompanied the villager. Arriving at the village Birsa made all 
the affected people sit in a row and began reciting some 
‘mantras’. He made a number of them touch the holy thread that 
he was wearing. At times the villagers were unable to understand 
the words Birsa was uttering as ‘mantras’. Some scholars believe 
that Birsa used to utter English words he had learnt at Chaibasa. 


Whatever be the truth, in the people’s eyes Birsa was being 
transformed from a gifted ‘vaid’ (doctor) into a messenger of 
God. Huge unprecedented stream of people began to march to 
Chalkad to listen to Birsa’s discourses. Birsa made a small 
platform for himself under a large mango tree near his house. He 
surrounded the small platform with sacred threads. He used to 
address the people from this platform. After only a short while, 
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from being considered the messenger of God he began to be 
looked upon as God himself. Birsa began to be known as ‘Dharti- 
Abba’ or the father of the earth. This name was given to Birsa 
by Birsa himself. The constant and continuing overgrowing 
crowd of people assembling at Chalkad at last caught the eye of 
the rulers. The significant aspect was that the crowd was not 
made up of Mundas alone but also comprised other tribal 
communities and even non-tribals. People no longer came to 
Birsa only to get cured of their physical adivasis but also to listen 
to his religious and political discourses. Birsa's influence could be 
seen not only in the adivasis but also on the indigenous non- 
tribals. It is, of course, true that at that time Birsa’s movement 
was confined to social and economic matters. While there was a 
clearly visible element of the missionary's sermons and biblical 
ideas in Birsa’s discourses, there was also the visible presence of 
Vaishnav influence. The disillusioned leaders of the Sardar 
Movement were happy with what Birsa was saying as it also 
represented a protest against the missionaries. 


By 1895 Birsa was fully transformed into a leader of a 
religious movement and this movement had begun to acquire 
political undertones. The leaders of the Sardar movement who 
had become disheartened after their separation from the 
missionaries also began to feel that someone like Birsa with his 
powerful and popular image, who was even being considered as 
‘Bhagwan’ by a substantial number of people would be able to 
infuse new life into their dying and dormant movement. Birsa’s 
fame was spreading like wild fire and the amazing increase in the 
volume of crowd coming for an audience with him had naturally 
attracted the attention of the colonial rulers. Birsa had by now 
started outlining his own religion. In his sermons he began to 
underline the purity of the ancient Munda religion as also the 
Munda ethos. Birsa was engaged in removing the influence of 
other religions. Birsa at the same time, urged the Munda to 
discard the worshiping of ghosts and spirits. This particular facet 
of Birsa’s thought made some pahans unhappy. 
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Intrigued by the large crowd heading towards Chalkad, 
priest Lasty of the Anglican mission at Murhu sent 3 priests to 
Chalkad. Lasty was under the impression that these priests would 
be able talk to the common villagers and may also perhaps be 
able to convince Birsa regarding the christian religion. Lasty’s 
opinion was based on the fact that there was a noticeable 
similarity between the christian sermons and Birsa’s discourses. 
Lasty was wrong in his opinion and any hopes he might have 
nurtured came to naught. On returning from Chalkad the priests 
informed Rev. Lasty that in the huge crowd at Chalkad they 
could find no one interested in listening to anybody except to 
Birsa. The attention of everyone in the crowd converged on 
Birsa alone. 


Many small incidents happened when Birsa came back to 
Chalkad which added to his fame. An old Munda came to Birsa 
with a small boy in his lap and told Birsa “please cure him.” 
Birsa again touched the ailed child and prayed. The child 
gradually became well. The child’s mother talked about this 
miraculous healing everywhere. Birsa’s reputation as a healer 
became even more widespread. 


In the beginning the villagers had thronged to chalkad to get 
relief from illness. Birsa, of course, had already told his associate 
Bir Singh Munda about his god gifted ability to heal the sick. One 
- of the popular meeting grounds of the Mundas was the weekly 
‘Haat’, where they gathered to exchange or to sell their home 
grown commodities. Bir Singh Munda went to the ‘Hat’ of 
Birbanki and told assembled gathering about Birsa’s power of 
healing. Villagers from the Katua village came to see Birsa. They 
found that Birsa had put on the sacred thread and was wearing 
wooden slippers. When Birsa addressed the assembled crowd, 
the people could not follow him as they found Birsa’s words 
incomprehensible. Afterwards, Birsa began to speak in mundari 
and told the people that god had invested him with the power 
to cure the sick and requested the people to bring to him anyone 
who was sick or unwell in their villages. 
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Birsa also said, “if this is not possible I would myself come 
to visit the sick.” The villagers of Katua told Birsa that their 
village was affected by Cholera and requested him to come to 
their village Accepting the invitation Birsa went to Katua and 
there he commanded the epidemic to leave the village. Birsa also 
recited some ‘mantras’. Following this Birsa went to yet another 
village where small pox had spread and there also he repeated 
same procedure. Contemporary descriptions and statements 
indicate that people became well and the villagers were rid of the 
epidemics. These incidents turned Birsa’s name into a household 
word. 


In yet another village affected by small pox, the village 
‘Ojha’ (religious practitioner) asked the people not to allow Birsa 
to enter the village. He told the villagers that Birsa himself was 
the reason for this epidemic as he had gone to that village. Birsa 
looked after the sick people with sincerity and dedication and he 
was soon acknowledged as a sympathetic and sincere person. 
Birsa told the ailing people to patiently bear the sufferings and 
pain resulting from their illness. Birsa used to pray with the sick 
people and the patients began to improve and get well in a 
surprising manner. 


Different views were expressed about Birsa’s unusual qualities. 
Some people used to say that Birsa had picked up a number of 
English words while at Chaibasa and he used to recite these as 
‘mantras’. According to them this was the reason why people 
failed to understand what Birsa was saying. The followers of 
Birsa, however, and those who got well because of Birsa’s 
prayers did not agree with this. According to them Birsa was 
indeed gifted with super-natural powers of healing. If some 
people were not cured by Birsa’s prayer it was only because they 
lacked faith in Birsa himself. Father Hoffman, who resided in the 
Sarawdag Lutheran Mission and who is an acknowledged scholar 
of Mundari religion, culture and language has confirmed that 
people regularly came to Chalkad from far away villages to catch 
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a glimpse of Birsa. He has also confirmed that if some people 
were not cured by Birsa it was due to their lack of faith on him. 


It will not be correct to say that people came to Birsa only 
to get rid of their physical ailments. Not only Birsa had an 
attractive physical presence, his manner and fluency of speech 
invariably left a lasting impression on people. His discourses were 
simple and interesting. Like the christian missionaries Birsa also 
expressed his ideas through anecdotes and examples. Birsa 
compared religious people with fertile land and ungodly with ‘a 
path full of thorns’. He used to call himself ‘Dharti-Abba’. When 
once, Birsa’s mother called him by his name, he asked her to 
address him as ‘Dharti-Abba’. 


Birsa some times criticised the different spirits and ‘bongas’ 
worshiped by the Mundas. It is true, however, that he never 
criticised ‘Singhbonga’. 
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Chapter-VI 
BIRSA'S ARREST AND RELEASE 


A: FIRST THE government did not pay much attention to 
Birsa’s growing influence. The rulers thought that Birsa was like 
any other healer of like one who forecast the future. In October 
1894, the officer Incharge of Charkradharpur Police Station 
officer provided information that a christian Munda Birsa had 
accompanied a number of tribals of Sagrita village to Chaibasa 
for representing their case against the levy of forest dues. With 
the enactment of new forest laws there was a feeling of resentment 
among the adivasis and such appeals had become quite frequent 
and so the government did not treat this information with any 
seriousness. Still, the incident is indicative of the fact that Birsa 
was trying to help the people. 


It was during the later half of 1895 that the gravity of the 
situation dawned on the rulers. On 6th August 1895, the local 
chowkidars ‘filed a report in Tamar police Station that a Munda 
named Birsa has proclaimed the end of British rule. The same 
day a head constable was sent to inspect and find the nature of 
the crowd gathering there. The constable reached on the evening 
of 8th August and he arrested Birsa on the morning of 9th 
August. The crowd assembled there released Birsa and the 
constable had to go back without completing his mission. 


This was an incredible incident. Those were the times when 
a single constable could arbitrarily decide the fate of an entire 


village without any protest. He represented the might of the 


ial rulers. 
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After this, the expedition to arrest Birsa Munda gathered 
momentum. On 13th August there was another attempt made to 
take Birsa into custody with the help or Paulus, the priest at 
Kochang village. The attempt did not succeed. These attempts to 
arrest Birsa Munda created a great deal of anger in the adjacent 
villages. 


Still the above were stray incidents. The government had 
not taken a firm decision to arrest Munda. On the morning of 
24th August 1895, a police contingent marched towards Chalkad. 
The British Deputy Commissioner Meyers accompanied the 
party. Rev. Lasty of Murhu had also expressed-the desire to meet 
Birsa and he was also taken along. Another person, inimical to 
Birsa, who accompanied the party, was the zamindar of Bandgaon, 
Jagmohan Singh. 


The group arrived at Chalkad in the afternoon and halted 
at a point below the village. The distance from Bandgaon to 
Chalkad was completed in seven hours. Meyers, with ten armed 
constables, went up to the village and they surrounded Birsa’s 
house. The sub inspector of Khunti Police Station who knew 
Birsa and Meyers went inside the house. Birsa was asleep at the 
time. These are certain extant eyewitness accounts which suggest 
that Birsa’s body had a yellow colour. The sub inspector and 
Meyers put hand-cuffs on Birsa. Birsa protested against this and 
his followers gathered around the house. The armed constables 
drove the crowd away. Rev. Lasty also tried to pacify the villagers 
and talked to them in Mundari. 


It was on the morning of 26th August when it was raining 
heavily that Meyers arrested Birsa. On the whole, the arrest was 
peaceful and Meyers with his group returned to Bandgaon. 


Birsa was taken to Ranchi on the evening of August 27th 
1895 where he was confined in Ranchi Jail. On the way to the 
jail Birsa was produced in the court of the Deputy Commissioner. 
A sizeable crowd had collected to catch a glimpse of Birsa and 
the doors of the court had to be closed. 
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When Commissioner Grimley visited Birsa in Ranchi jail, 
Birsa told him that he was only delivering religious discourses. 
The Commissioner did not accept Birsa’s explanation as he was 
convinced that Birsa was involved in the Sardar Movement and 
was helping those who were unwilling to pay the forest taxes. 


As the hours of Birsa’s confinement began to stretch into 
days, the crowd around Ranch Jail began to swell. While Birsa 
was lodged in jail he was examined by the civil sure on Dr. 
Rogers who said in his report that Birsa’s behaviour was quite 
normal and that he did not exhibit any trace of mental imbalance. 
The doctor found Birsa normal and healthy. Following this the 
authorities decided to put Birsa on trial. Birsa was brought to 
Khunti for the trial. In Khunti also huge crowds began to 
assemble. 


During the course of the trial, two zamindars were with the 
Deputy Commissioner. One of the zamindars was Jagmohan 
Singh who was extremely antagonistic to Birsa. In addition, the 
Deputy Commissioner’s assistant Abhay Charan Das and a sub 
inspector of Police were present. As the people comprising the 
crowd were conversing in Mundari, the zamindars and their 
protectors taking advantage of the officer’s ignorance of Mundari 
explained to them that the crowd was bent upon revolting. The 
Deputy Commissioner was also told that the crowd wanted to 
lynch him. The Deputy Commissioner was perturbed and called 
out the army. Birsa’s trial was postponed and he was sent back 
to jail. It was a happy coincidence that Fr. Hoffman arrived at the 
scene and talked with the Mundas assembled there in large 
numbers. Fr. Hoffman explained to the Commissioner that the 
Mundas had no intention of indulging in violence. At this the 
Commissioner became angry with the zamindars and he ordered 
that the arrested Mundas be tried by Babu Krishna Kali Mukherjee. 
Mukherjee was conversant with the Mundari language and he 
promptly released all the Mundas. The incident added to the 
popularity of Munda and his fame further increased. 
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A few days after this incident Birsa trial was conducted in 
the court of the Deputy Commissioner. The Deputy Commissioner, 
adopting a stern attitude, mentioned the connection between 
Birsa and the leaders of the Sardar Movement. The statements 
of 20 witnesses were recorded. Birsa and his associates did not 
say anything in their defence. On 18th November 1895, Birsa 
was convicted under section 505 of the Penal Code. He was 
fined Rs. 50/- and was awarded a prison sentence of 2 years. 
Birsa’s followers were fined Rs. 20/- each and were imprisoned 
for 3 months. 


Shortly after the verdict of the court Birsa was transferred 
to Hazaribagh jail. A little before the completion of the duration 
of his imprisonment he was brought back to Ranchi jail where he 
was released from prison on 30th November, 1897 and was 
taken to his paternal village Chalkad. 


Birsa’s prison days were spent without any unusual incident. 
During imprisonment Birsa did not indulge in any such activity 
which would indicate his rebellious nature and the dissatisfaction 
growing within him. His arrest, trial and conviction, had however, 
a disturbing and lasting effect in the predicament then existing in 
the Munda region. The influence of the christian missionaries at 
this time was being revived in Munda society. The difference was 
that instead of the Lutheran Mission the adivasis were turning 
towards the Roman catholics for the Anglican mission. The 
British Anglican missionaries were the last to come to 
Chhotanagpur as the authorities did not want them to come to 
the region and to take soft attitude towards the Roman catholics 
for the Anglican mission. The British Anglican missionaries were 
the last to come to Chhotanagpur as the authorities did not want 
them to come to the region and to take a soft attitude towards 
the Mundas. The Mundas began to think that if subject to the 
atrocities committed upon them. The zamindars and thekedars, 
however, with their greedy temperament and selfish traditions 
continued their exploitation of the Mundas. There was no letting- 
up. Anger and dissatisfaction continued to ferment among 
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adivasis like fire in embers. The leaders of the Sardar movement 
had not completely abandoned their efforts. They had by now, 
fully accepted the leadership of Birsa Munda. Birsa’s arrest and 
his being consigned to prison were only a dry run of the events 
to come. The British rulers were incapable of realising this truth. 


Birsa was spending his days of confinement in Hazaribagh 
jail. A mere chronology of incidents is insufficient to reveal his 
personality and thought. A revolutionary is guided and controlled 
by elements which are not easily analysed. The background of 
tyranny and the urge for liberty had given to Birsa — an ordinary 
Munda young man used to grazing goats and eating rice mixed 
with water — an unquenchable thirst for removing the yoke of 
colonial rulers. He ultimately challenged the might of the British 
empire in whose colonies the sun never set. In Chaibasa an old 
woman had deciphered the creases in Birsa’s forehead and 


predicted a fearless spirit born to rise against the rulers and the 
oppressors. 


Hazaribagh was then a place gifted with nature’s bounty. It 
is difficult to understand what Birsa used to think about as he 
gazed for hours towards the waters of the huge lake on the banks 
of which the prison was situated. When the climate changed, and 
the black, threatening rain cloud swelled in the skies, or when the 
wintery sun light came in through the bars of his prison what 
were Birsa Munda’s thoughts. His prison days were perhaps, a 
time to rest, a time to plan and a time to prepare for the journey 
which a chosen few have to undertake to save the soul of 
humanity. A young man, not yet 25 was faced with a destiny 


which the have to accept as it was determined by the voice of his 
conscience. 


Who or what was Birsa? What was his destiny? Soldiers of 
liberty and freedom flower in all ages and in all parts of the earth. 
However, Birsa was just a little bit different. He not only initiated 
a violent struggle against the foreign rulers. He was also a symbol 
of an ancient culture, ethos and religious identity. 
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This is the reason that in all the languages of Chhotanagpur, 
in every nook and corner, the legend of Birsa Munda survives 
today. The inheritors of an ancient civilization and an ancient 
culture, the Mundas rever Birsa as first among them. 


By sending Birsa Munda to Hazaribagh jail the British rulers 
committed the mistake of thinking that the Birsa movement had 
come to an end. Birsa’s imprisonment was only an enactment of 
platform for the inevitable future struggle. Birsa had covered only 
half the distance, and he himself realised that imprisonment was 
only a wayside halt, the end of the journey was not yet attained. 
He had miles to go. 


The religious undertone of the Birsa Movement had never 
completely disappeared. Munda society existed for a long time in 
the vicinity of communities who followed either the Christian or 
the Hindu religion. This two communities were economically 
stronger and they had greater opportunities to be in contact with 
the authorities. Birsa’s own personality was not unaffected by 
Christian and Vaishnav faith and training. The sermons of the 
priests in Chaibasa and Anand Panr’s instructions in Bandgoan 
had left an impression on him. Yet in a strange way these 
influences developed a hunger for the ancient Munda religion. 


While on the one hand, Birsa had assimilated strands of 
Hindu behaviour and culture, on the other hand Christian 
sermons and examples had also seeped into his personality as an 
acquired tradition. Following his stay in Bandgaon, Birsa had 
become vegetarian, he had begun to wear the sacred thread and 
yellow dhoti. He also used to express his thoughts and give 
discourses through examples and anecdotes as in the Bible. He 
also used to narrate his dreams. After his arrest Birsa had said 
that he would return to Chalkad in three days. On the date 
predicted by Birsa a crowd of more than 7,000 had collected at 
Chalkad. This is an evident similarly between this incident and 
Christ’s death on the cross and His rising from the dead on the 


3rd day. 
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Inspite of these influences Birsa instinctively turned towards 
the ancient Munda religion and he constantly attempted to 
remove these external factors. The purity of the Munda religion 
was nearest to his heart and he constantly made attempts to 
remove all outside influences. With this object in mind, he 
propagated a new religion. It was not difficult for Birsa with his 
rapier-like intellect and insight to realise that the purification of 
religion is inextricably interwoven with cultural and_ political 
identity. 


Birsa’s new religion was ‘monotheist’, The core of this 
religion was the worship of ‘Singbonga’, the traditional almighty 
God of the Mundas. The worship of any other spirit or deity was 
forbidden. Birsa also gave a message of love towards all living 
creatures. 


It was mandatory to be a non vegetarian in Birsa’s religion. 
Birsa also told his followers to rest for one day in the week. The 
intoxicating drink ‘Haria’, made of rice, and popular in adivasi 
society was also discarded by the followers of Birsa’s religion. 


Even today in the Munda region there are followers of 
Birsa’s religion. It is indeed true that the addition of this religious 
dimension imparted greater strength to the struggle against the 
British and the exploitors. The Birsa Movement was different 
from the series of uprisings against the British which continued 
from 1790 onwards. The Birsa Movement has an enduring 
human quality about it. Birsa Movement was not limited to 
physical level alone, it was a complete revolution, it took into 
account the entire history of the Mundas, their enduring culture, 
religion and ethos. It was like a re-awakening. It is for this that 
Birsa is placed in the front line of freedom fighters of India. 


When Birsa came out of prison in 1897, he was already 
invested with the title of ‘Dharti-Abba’ and was even referred to 
as ‘Birsa Bhagwan.’ When in Chalkad, after being released from 
prison Birsa informed the Deputy Commissioner that he would 
not take part in any movement or uprising in future. But this was 
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not to be. Prompted by an unmitigated desire and determination 
to sacrifice everything for the country and for society Birsa 
continued to be perennially restless. The Munda leaders of the 
Sardar Movement renewed their efforts to bring Birsa into the 
movement. There was no respite from continued exploitation 
and the zamindars and jagirdars, under British protection were 
tearing up Munda society like wolves. The forest laws had been 
made stricter and unjust towards the adivasis. Placed in the 
predicament of despair and helpless anger the adivasis were 
looking towards Birsa with a great deal of hope in their eyes. In 
this unequal fight for justice there was no other individual who 
commanded the respect of not only Mundas but also of other 
exploited communities. 


The condition of the Mundas had reached it’s nadir. The 
Lf. Governor of Bengal Sir John Woodburn visited the Munda 
region in November 1898 accompanied by his principal secretary. 
A foreign lawyer also came to Ranchi, explained to the government 
about the various ways in which the Mundas were being exploited 
and about the growing atrocities. The principal secretary, however, 
stating the point of view of the government expressed his 
inability to provide any relief to the Mundas. This further angered 


the Mundas. 
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‘ULGULAN'—MOVEMENT 
AGAINST INJUSTICE 


I, 1896-97 AND again in 1899-1900 the entire region was 
affected by severe famine. In the later part of 1897 Birsa had 
been released from jail and he began to work among the famine 
affected people. Birsa's personality had by now become so 
developed and effective that people were attracted to him and 
had begun to believe that he would be able to provide them relief 
from the atrocities of the zamindars who were given protection 
by the authorities. Contemporary documents reveal the harrowing 
tale of the collusion among the zamindars, jagirdars, thekedars 
and local police. They all individually and as a group were forcing 
the Mundas to pay exorbitant taxes. In the Munda region, all the 


villages were enveloped with the fear that their inhabitants would 
be displaced from their land. 


The existing predicament had resulted in the consolidation 
of a proper background for rebellion. Even the missionaries had 
lost their capacity to help and the people had begun to be 
indifferent towards them. The leaders of the Sardar Movement 
were not expecting a miracle or any noticeable change. All their 
appeals to the authorities and their pleading in the courts were 
proving futile. The British rulers were only concerned with the 
collection of maximum volume of tax money and revenue from 
other sources. They appeared to have no time to spend on 
ameliorating the pathetic plight of the Mundas. The leaders of 
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the Sardar Movement had by now come to the conclusion that 
the only way to get redress was through a collective uprising. 
Birsa's growing influence and his popularity with the masses 
compelled the Sardar leaders to accept him as the only available 
panacea for their myriad sufferings. 


Birsa also appears to have made up his mind that an 
uprising against the existing system was the only way out. In 
1899 when Birsa realised that the common people were in need 
of him, he himself came forward and assumed the destined role 
of leader. Yet, Birsa's movement was never directed only towards 
the improvement of economic conditions and the acquiring of 
land lost through displacement. Birsa wanted to put on a firm 
foundation the age-old culture, religion and identity of the 
Mundas. Some of Birsa's associates have confirmed that, at about 
this time, Birsa also composed a prayer book. 


Birsa, of course, had already donned the mantle of a 
religious teacher even before he had gone to prison. He now 
took interest in reviving the traditional religious values. Owing to 
the exploitation and injustice to which the adivasis were subjected, 
the series of revolutions had begun in Chhotanagpur after the 
arrival of the British in the 18 century. Birsa Movement, 
however, had certain unique features. Birsa's position as a 
religious mendicant was no longer in doubt. His religious discourses 
had a noticeable amount of political content too. Birsa had 
understood that the Munda Sardars were wrong in expecting any 
help from the missionaries towards the removal of injustice. 


Famine, epidemics and escalating exploitation were once 
again driving the Mundas towards the missionaries. At this crucial 
juncture, Birsa instructed the Mundas to only worship their 
almighty God ‘Singbonga’. Birsa said that ‘Singbonga’ was the 
only supreme deity and that the Mundas must not worship any 
other gods. In 1898-99, during the initial years of Birsa Movement. 
the influence of religious ideas is easily seen. Birsa named his 
movement “Ulgulan". Ulgulan today. all through Chhotanagpur, 
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has become synonymous with struggle against injustice and with 
the attempt to revive the ancient adivasis religion 'Adi-Dharma'. 
Even today, Ulgulan reminds the adivasis of a golden chapter in 
their struggle for identity. 


Birsa began his movement (Ulgulan) with a visit to the 
religious places of his ancestors. Birsa convinced his followers 
that he would once again bring back the golden age of Munda 
culture. Birsa's aim was to free his people from the clutches of 
the exploiters by adhering to ancient customs, rituals and religious 
ethos. The dehumanisation of the Mundas and the insult to their 
self-esteem was intolerable to Birsa. The number of Birsa's 
followers was growing every day. A substantial number of his 


followers comprised those who had adopted Birsa's religion and 
were called ‘Birsaits’. 


The internal system and infrastructure of Birsa's religion 
reflected the procedure followed by the christian missionaries. 
Birsa's religion had a 3-tier membership. At the top were the 
teachers and the preachers. They were the policy makers and 
worked directly under Birsa. It was in the houses of these 
preachers that the Birsaits used to meet, normally on Thursdays 
and Sundays. ‘Puranak' were members who constituted the 
second level and they were fully engaged in activities connected 
with the restoration of tribal land. Ordinary members, comprising 
the third level were called 'Namak'. These were workers and had 
no role in the framing of policies. 


Birsa's belief was that religious re-awakening and the infusion 
of ancient cultural glory would enable the Mundas to fight against 
exploitation. He considered religious behaviour and awakening as 
mandatory ingredients for the attainment of liberty. Birsa himself 
belonged to the prestigious ‘Chutia Purti’ gotra of the Mundas. In 
1897, on being released from prison Birsa was obsessed with a 
desire to visit the religious places and shrines of his ancestors. In 
a meeting at Bortodih, Birsa decided to visit the temples at 
Chutia and Jagarnathpur in Ranchi with his followers. It was an 
attempt by Birsa to acquaint his followers with their glorious past. 
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The temple at Chutia in Ranchi, is the oldest temple in 
Chhotanagpur. It was built by Nagbanshi king Raghunath in 
1685. Chutia village was named after Birsa’s ancestor Chuttu. 
Shortly after being released from jail Birsa and his followers 
entered the Chutia temple on 28th January 1898. Their aim was 
to look for and carry away religious objects and documents 
belonging to their ancestors. Birsa and his followers had by now 
come to worship only their traditional deity ‘Singbonga’ They had 
completely stopped worshiping any other’gods or spirits. 


When the people residing near the temple became aware of 
the coming of Birsa and his followers, they started collecting near 
the place. Birsa and his followers left the temple hurriedly. Four 
followers of Birsa were caught and they confessed that they were 
working under Birsa's directive. The government issued a warrant 
for the arrest of Birsa. By now Birsa had become a leader of his 
people and he went underground. It was difficult to arrest him. 


Even after this incident, Birsa did not alter his programme 
which was already decided upon in the meeting at Bortodih. He 
went to the famous Jagarnathpur temple, situated a little away 
from Ranchi with his followers. This temple was built in 1691 by 
Thakur Sahi. Standing at the doors of the temple Birsa shouted 
who lives here in my house.’ Even Birsa's followers were 
astonished by his aggressive posture. Returning from the temple, 
Birsa rested for a while in a garden and then left for Bortodih. 
Birsa and his followers also visited other ancestral places such as 
Nagpheni in Sisai Thana and Navratna. 


An incident in Navratna is worth recalling. Birsa had told his 
followers that when night falls the voices of the ancestors could 
be heard. The same night a voice was heard, ‘are you ready’. An 
answer was given ‘Yes, we are ready.' It is commonly believed 
that during these visits Birsa also went to the Jaganathpur temple 
at Bhuwaneshwar and stayed there for a week. 


The passing of time, the sliding of the present and the 
future into eternity do not cease. With the inevitable rolling away 
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of years, many incidents and anecdotes become part of a great 
man's life. Legends are made this way. However, it is, certainly 
true that Birsa, mostly accompanied by his followers had visited 
the holy places where his ancestors used to worship, inexorably 
towards his destiny as a martyr by circumstances over which he 
had no control, Birsa was gradually becoming a symbol of the 
Munda's reawakening. A young man, hardly out of his teens was 
being transformed into the mirror of his age and times. At this 
age Birsa certainly did not have a great deal of a experience that 
life bestows upon more mature people. Yet, it can not be denied 
that Birsa was being involuntarily transformed into a symbol of 
a historic struggle of an ancient people for survival. Birsa was on 
the way to becoming the undisputed leader of an ancient 
community, now impoverished by injustice and denial. 


Among the Mundas, family-ties and hierarchy are normally 
stable and lasting. Birsa's childhood was spent in the homes of 
his relatives. Later on, he went to the Lutheran mission at 
Chaibasa and then came in contact with Anand Panr. These 
experiences by themselves were not sufficient to turn him into a 
leader of men. Perhaps an unknown source of strength, 
indomitable courage, untarnished commitment, the blessing of 
his ancestors and the earthy smell of his village were continuously 
chiseling and moulding Birsa’s personality. 


Another meeting which Birsa held after his release was in 
February 1898 in Dombari hills. During the meeting, Birsa put 
tilak’ on the foreheads of all the people assembled there and then 
Sang a song in his own praise. Two flags were unfurled there, 
one red and the other white. It was resolved to drive away the 
outsiders (Dikus) from Chhotanagpur. The Deputy Commissioner 
of Lohardaga confirmed that the meeting was held. Another 
meeting was organised in March 1898. This meeting was held in 
a place called Simbua Buru. At the place of meeting Birsa 
planted Banana trees and put a thread around them. Then he 
invited the gathered people, one by one, to cut down the planted 
trees. The first person who was successful in cutting a tree at one 
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stroke was Janai Munda. Birsa said that the Zamindars and the 
British rulers should be similarly cut down. 


In the meeting at Simbua, Birsa however, tried to explain to 
the crowd through one of his followers Bharni Munda, that they 
could recover their lost authority by following the path of religion. 
A violent uprising will certainly result in punishment and they 
may have also to go to jail. As a result, the family will also suffer. 
Birsa also tried to convey the message through other leaders that 
one can attain freedom through religious ways also. By now the 
spirit of revolt had taken roots. Inspite of Birsa's advice the 
Sardar leaders were no longer willing to adopt peaceful and legal 
means. They were of the opinion that a legal battle takes a long 
time and during this long period even their remaining possessions 
will be taken away from them. 


The meeting at Simbua, transformed itself into a policy 
making assembly and began to determine the different steps 
towards total revolution. There are clear indications of the fact, 
that Birsa had tried to convince his followers to adopt peaceful 
methods and not to follow the path of violence. However, 
eventually, Birsa understood the mood and temper of the crowd 
and gave his consent to a movement which would attempt to 
dislodge the exploiters by force. Approximately 200 people were 
present in the meeting at Simbua and they were armed with 
bows and arrows. Birsa created a ripple among the crowd when 
he said that till the Munda kingdom was established he would not 


be seen among the people. 


It seems that Birsa wanted to be along and to introspect. It 
is also possible that Birsa had an inkling of his future. Whatever 
be the reason, Birsa kept himself aloof from the people for a 
considerable time. During this period, he led a life of solitude and 
was not seen by his followers or by anyone else. From March 
1898 to October 1899, for a period extending over one year. no 
information is available about Birsa. Even his followers were 


unaware of his whereabouts or of his manner of living. The 
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astonishing thing is, Birsa's influence did not diminish. Even the 
rulers or local authorities, inspite of their efforts, were unable to 
locate him. The masses comprising all the indigenous adivasi and 
non adivasi people of the region believed that Birsa would 
reappear and establish Munda raj, driving away the foreigners. 
The people were keeping themselves ready for decisive and final 
battle against the rulers, zamindars, jagirdars and thekedars. They 
were awaiting Birsa's reappearance. 


Birsa disappeared from public eye perhaps, because he was 
convinced that his mission and the future of Munda society had 
become inseparable and that he was standing at a cross road 
from where there was no going back. Birsa was aware of the fact 
that he had become the undisputed leader of the Mundas and 
also of the adivasis in general. It would no longer be possible for 
him to remove the cup of sorrow and strife from his lips. He 
could almost see his steps moving towards immortality against 
the background of the striving of an ancient Indian community 
for justice and freedom. It is certain that a conflict was being 
enacted in Birsa's mind. Numerous accounts have been penned 
depicting the lives of great men, some of these accounts based 
on meticulous and painstaking research. Yet, the lives of great 
men are not measured according to a chronology of events. 
Events can never reveal the inner conflict and the burning fire of 
resolve in the minds of men born to lead a nation or an age. The 
love for one's country and the desire to fight for it, involuntarily 
guides a man towards the way to sacrifice. 


After the meeting at Simbua in March 1898, for over a year 
Birsa's Movement remained a mystery till today. There were no 
end to the pain of the Mundas. The government was obviously 
unable to save them from the exploitation by the zamindars and 
jagirdars. Indeed, the government machinery exhibited a calculated 
indifference towards the plight of the Mundas. The pressure was 
mounting on Birsa's followers and Birsa himself to initiate a 
violent uprising. In these conditions the initial advice of Birsa to 
follow peaceful means had become irrelevant. In this surcharged 
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atmosphere a second meeting was held at Dombari hills, after 
the adivasi Sohrai festival, in October-November 1899. This 
meeting was held at the invitation of Donka Munda. 


Donka Munda was Birsa's trusted advisor and was also the 
incharge of designing the nature, process and steps of a rebellion. 
This second meeting at Dombari was held on a Friday. In this 
meeting the beginning of struggle against the ‘Dikus' (outsiders) 
was proclaimed. In the meeting it was also decided that the 
Munda would no longer take part in any dancing or singing, not 
wear any ornaments and will also not observe the great Karma 
festival. Dombari was selected for this meeting because of it's 
proximity to Janam Piri, Kura Purtu, Guttu, Hatu and other 
villages where the number of Birsa's followers was quite large. It 
was decided not to hold a meeting at Chalked as Birsa was 
arrested there in 1895. Otherwise also, Chalkad was in the 
jurisdiction of Jagmohan Singh, zamindar of Bandgaon, who was 
a favourite of the British rulers. The Mundas considers Jagmohan 
one of their major oppressors. 


Followers of Birsa's religion named 'Birsaits were still 
undecided about whether they should take part in a violent 
revolution or else tolerate their sufferings for a little more time 
and look for another alternative for their betterment. Birsa had 
advised the followers of his religion to be peaceful. This was one 
of the original tenets of his religion, and he had tried to tell them 
that the time for violence had not yet come. Simultaneously, 
however, he had told them to make weapons like bows and 


arrows and axes. 


This second meeting at Dombari was followed by other 
Bano, Sonahatu, Porhat, Torpa etc. where 
Birsa was present. Birsa also went to Lohardaga and tried to 
secure the support of the Oraon community. Birsa and his closest 
ciates had by now understood that a violent struggle could no 
or even postponed. The most important 
f meetings was the one held on 19th 


meetings at Khunti, 


asso 
longer be avoided 
among this series O 
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November, 1899. In this meeting a Munda Sardar announced 
The plant of 'Rahar' is now fully ripe and the time has come for 
harvesting. 


It was resolved to begin the uprising on Christmas eve, 24th 
December 1899. It was decided that on this day, all churches in 
the Munda region would be attacked and that the houses of 
zamindars and thekedars would be burnt down and razed to the 
ground. Birsa’s last meetings after the date for the uprising was 
decided by common consent was on the evening of 23rd 
December, 1899 in Bortodih and Biagutu. All these meetings 


before the uprising begun with a symbolic ritual performed by the 
Birsaits. 


In the closing months of 1899, the information that Birsa 
had returned from isolation also spread in government quarters. 
As a result, the Deputy Commissioner of Ranchi sent a Mundari 
speaking inspector to the Munda region but no definite information 
resulted. Many christian missionaries also attempted to find out 
Birsa’s where about through servants and students. The information 
that Birsa had returned was conveyed but no one paid particular 
attention. Birsa had resolved to end the continuing tyranny being 
perpetrated on Munda society. Groups of volunteers had been 
despatched to different places. During this final phase Birsa was 
assisted mainly by Gaya Munda, Sunder Munda, Johan Munda, 


Risa Munda, Tipru Munda and a few other close associates and 
followers. 


The Munda rebels came into action in a planned way on 
Christmas eve, 24th December, 1899. Simultaneous attacks with 
bows and arrows were made at several places and many houses 
were burnt down. In all churches in the region, traditional 
Christmas eve service was being conducted, where most of the 
christian tribals as well as local authorities and missionaries were 
present. Christian adivasis accompanied by their families were 
attending the evening service of a worship. The rebels attacked 
the christian missions in Murhu. Burju and Sarvada. In Ranchi 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


ULGULAN'-MOVEMENT AGAINST INJUSTICE 65 


district there were attacks and violent incidents in Tamar, Khunti. 
Karra, Torpa, Basia etc. In Sonepur village a foreign trader was 
killed. Khunti was the centre of the violent uprising where the 
head of the Sarvada German christian mission Fr. Hoffman 
himself lived. Hoffman has written about the attack on himself 
and on his associate Fr. Carbory. In Ranchi also the church in the 
German mission was attacked with arrows resulting in the death 
of a carpenter. 


The Deputy Commissioner of Ranchi wrote a letter to the 
Commissioner of Ranchi on 22nd March 1900. According to 
this letter 8 persons were killed between 24th Dec. 1899 and 
January 7, 1900 by the rebels, and that there was confirmed 
information that as many as 24 houses were burnt down. 
Although this letter does not contain an exhaustive description of 
the uprising, there are enough indications suggesting that the 
rebellion covered a large area. 


Some significant incidents took place during the movement. 
These incidents show the determination and fearlessness of the 
rebels. After 24th December the Birsa Movement had become 
purely political and according to available reports the Mundas 
had begun to collect at many places in the forest. There were, 
of course, no major incidents between 24th December 1899 and 
5th January 1900. Birsa’s associates announced that they would 
no longer target the Mundas, and that their struggle against the 
government and the Hindus. The uprising was mainly directed 
against the British. Zamindars and jagirdars, who were Hindus 
were attacked because they acted as the agents of the British 
rulers and tormented the Mundas. 
le of Khunti reached Gaya Munda's house 
in Etkedih village on 4th January. The Government made up it's 
mind to arrest Gaya Munda. On 5th January 1900, two constables 
and three chowkidars also went to Etkedih. Their intention was 
to arrest Gaya Munda. The agitated crowd in the village attacked 
ihe party of constables. In the attack. a constable named Jaya 


The head constab 
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Ram was killed. When the news was conveyed to the Deputy 
Commissioner of Ranchi, he went with a company of armed 
constables of Etkedih and in the course of the conflict with the 
villagers the house of Gaya Munda was burnt down. Gaya Munda 
was taken into captivity. The incident at Etkedih is significant as 
it underlies the courage and the determination of the Mundas. 
The police party was fully equipped with arms. It is in record that 


the unarmed villagers, both men and women ferociously fought 
with the police. 


The decisive incident of the Birsa Movement took place on 
9th January 1900 in Sail Rakab Hills. These hills are at a short 
distance from Dombari hills. The second important incident prior 
to the above happen on 7th January 1900. This was the first 
time that the rebels had made a direct attack on a government 
establishment. The Khunti police station was the symbol of 
colonial authority in the Munda region. At about ten in the 
morning a group of rebels attacked the Khunti police station. 
The police station had five constables. At the time of the attack, 
two of the constables were not present. The constables fired in 
self defence. No one was killed in the firing. The agitated crowd 
turned violent. In the ensuing violence one: constable Raghuni 
Ram, was killed by the rebels. The incident created a wave of 
fear in the entire area and the authorities at Ranchi were also 
disturbed. The government now came to a decision that the Birsa 
Movement had to be firmly dealt with and suppressed. 


The attack on Khunti police station convinced the authorities 
that the confidence of the rebels was very high. After the 
incident, the government became fully alert. Prior to this incident 
the authorities had not really understood the seriousness of the 
situation. The commanding officer posted at Doranda was ordered 
to go to Khunti with a contingent of armed forces. This contingent 
was part of 150 Rifles 6th Jat Regiment. On the morning of 8th 
January. 1900 the Commissioner of Ranchi, himself moved 
towards Khunti. On the way he was joined by an Army Officer 
Col. Westmorland. On reaching Khunti. he was told that the 
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incident at the police station was true. At the same time, a 
company of armed police was also despatched towards Soyko. In 
the entire Munda region small police pickets were posted to 
arrest the Munda rebels. According to an available sources the 
Deputy Commissioner of Ranchi Streetfield went to Soyko with 
the company of armed police. 


In the context of Birsa Movement 9th January 1900 was 
the decisive day. The information had already been received by 
the authorities that the rebels were collecting in large numbers in 
Sail Rakab Hills which was about 3 miles from Soyko and near 
Dombari hills. In the opinion of the Mundas Sail Rakab was a 
safe and protected place. There were a number of caves where 
the families of the Munda rebels had begun to take shelter after 
24th December 1899. The rebels had become aware of the 
march of soldiers towards Sail Rakab. They had also come to 
know that the soldiers were accompanied by Streetfield and 
Capt. Roch. Available sources make it explicit that the rebels did 
not express any fear and even challenged the soldiers. Streetfield 
made an attempt to negotiate with the Mundas through an 


interpreter, but to no avail. 


During the entire period, the rebels were wielding their axes 
and pelting the soldiers with stones using catapults. The soldiers 
were ordered to fire and the police and soldiers started moving 
forward. They were also instructed to try and catch the rebels 
alive. Following the police firing the rebels climbed down the 
back of the hills and hid in the surrounding forests. According to 
government sources, four Munda rebels died on the spot. In 
addition to this, the bodies of three women killed by police bullets 
and a wounded child were also found. The death of women 
generated some criticism of Capt. Roch and Stretfield. The two. 
however, explained that they were unaware of the presence of 


women and children. 


There is no definite evidence of Birsa's presence during the 


conflict at Sail Rakab. Some people are of the opinion that at the 
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time Birsa was engaged in gathering support for his movement 
in the nearby forests and villages. Another view is that the 
courage and the enthusiasm exhibited by the rebels during the 
conflict can be taken as an indication of the fact that Birsa was 
himself present with the rebels. 


Whatever be the truth, the incident of Sail Rakab defused 
the momentum of Birsa Movement. The intention and the 
determination of the rebels had begun to weaken. This was the 
major conflict of the Birsa Movement and after this the rebels did 
not begun to weaken. This was the major conflict of the Birsa 
Movement and after this the rebels did not extend an open 
challenge to the government. On 11th January 1900, there was 
a meeting of ‘Mundas and Mankis’ in which is resolution was 
presented for bringing about peace and an end to conflict. By 
this time, the government had made adequate arrangements for 
the protection of police stations, official buildings and missions. 


In Ranchi and Singhbhum which were the most affected 
areas, orders were proclaimed both in Hindi and Mundari that no 
help should be extended to the rebels. An award of Rs. 500 was 
announced for the arrest of Birsa. Awards were also proclaimed 
for the arrest of Sardar leaders who were considered Birsa's 
associates. This action was initiated on 30th January, 1900. This 
step by the local authority and the army was approved by the 
government and a decision was taken that this project would 
continue till Birsa himself was arrested. 


Those among Birsa's followers who were called ‘Birsaits’ had 
to undergo government initiated atrocity. They were arrested and 
made to undergo severe and repeated interrogation. Their houses 
were destroyed and the women in their families were subjected 
to crude and uncivilized behaviour, Those Mundas who had 
accepted christianity in Burju and Sarvada villages were not 
subjected to torture or other dehumanising behaviour. Mundas 
Wearing the sacred thread were subjected to intense interrogation 
regarding Birsa. Steps were taken by the government to ensure 
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that food and other essential items did not reach the Birsait's 
villages. 


The violent phase of Birsa Movement lasted only for a short 
time. The foreigners were the principal targets of this movement. 
The driving away of the 'Dikus' and outsiders was also one of the 
major aims of this movement. The reason for the anger against 
the British was mainly the result of their offering protection to 
the Dikus. Birsa Movement was marked by three major incidents,- 
-the attack on the police in Etkedih village, the assault on the 
police station at Khunti and the conflict and skirmish at Sail 
Rakab. These incidents chronologically took place on Sth January, 
7th January and 9th January, 1900. These incidents are a 
testament of the helpless anger and the courage generated 
determination of Mundas. During the forty preceding years the 
Munda society was harbouring a deep seated resentment against 
the injustice meted out to them. With a few bows and arrows, 
catapults and axes the Mundas challenged the foremost colonial 
power of the day. The defeat of the Mundas was inevitable, yet 
they were left with no other alternative but to rise in revolt 
against tyranny. 

Birsa was not yet arrested and several small groups were 
constituted to hunt him down and arrest him. A contingent of Jat 
police was allotted to police superintendent J. Stephens. In this 
group Stephens was assisted by Middleton. This contingent of 
police and soldiers began combing operations in the villages 
under Basia and Torpa police stations. The brutality committed 
during these operations forced the villagers to handover many 
Sardars to the police. Another group of soldiers and police was 
placed under the Dy. Comm. Streetfield and Col. Westmorland, 
this group engaged itself in arresting the Sardar leaders in Khunti 
and nearby areas. 

Yet, another contingent of army under Capt. Roch begun 


flushing out Sardars and other followers of Birsa in and about 


Bandgoan. By the end of January 1900. a large number of 
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Birsaits and Sardar leaders were taken into captivity. Still, in the 
entire Munda region the wave of terror continued. In a major 
incident, on 28th January 1900, two prominent Munda Sardars 
Majia and Daka surrendered to the authorities with thirty two 
others. Protected and encouraged by the authorities zamindars 
together with the local authorities continued their inhuman actions 
towards the Mundas. The situation had become such that Mundas 


themselves began to handover to the authorities Birsa's followers 
and their associate Sardars. 


Birsa was still free. The government was trying to arrest 
Birsa by using terror or by promising rewards. The authorities 
believed that if they failed to capture Birsa the possibility of 
another uprising would continue to be there. 


Birsa was moving from place to place in the dense forests 
of Singhbhum and Ranchi district. He was convinced by now that 
the government was bent upon arresting him. During this period 
he made a few attempts to regroup his followers. The authorities 
had initiated the process of inhuman suppression and this had 
created an atmosphere of fear in the entire Munda region. Some 
of the villagers could not avoid being lured by the rewards offered 
by the government. As Many as seventeen persons in Tamar and 
thirty three in Khunti were rewarded by the government for 
capturing and handing over Birsaits. The authorities also gave a 


reward of Rs. 100 for the arrest of Birsa's trusted associate 
Donka Munda. 
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Te END OF Birsa Movement was imminent. The arrest of 
Birsaits across the Munda region, the surrender of prominent 
Sardar leaders and the allurements offered by the authorities 
combined together cast a shadow through out the villages where 
adivasis resided. Birsa’s future was being determined through 
these conditions. Yet, there is no evidence in contemporary 
documents and reports that Birsa was disturbed or afraid. 
Probably, Birsa had a premonition of his impending destiny. The 
scattering of his followers certainly caused him some pain, yet, 
it was clear to him that the inhuman indignities and atrocities 
heaped upon the Mundas had created an atmosphere of terror 
and stark fear. 

m place to place in the dense forests 
of Porahat. He had his last meeting with his followers in Rogto. 
Even in this meeting birsa tried to revive the resolve of his 
followers. He also tried to impart self-confidence among them. lt 
appears that he was not successful in his endeavour. A reward of 
Rs. 500 in the beginning of 20th century was substantial by any 
standard. It was but natural that his huge amount of, money 
generated greed among some of his followers. Seven persons 
belonging to two nearby villages, Manmaru and Jarikal, started 
searching for Birsa, propelled by the hope of being rewarded by 


the authorities. 
On 3rd February 1900, they saw a thin streak of smoke 


Birsa was travelling fro 
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rising from the dense forest. This place was on the west of village 
Santara. Stealthily approaching the place they saw Birsa with his 
two wives who were engaged in cooking. These seven persons 
hid themselves in the forest and waited for an opportune 
moment. When after meals Birsa was in deep slumber, they 
pounced upon him and caught him. Birsa had no time to defend 
himself. Birsa’s captors took him to Bandgaon and handed him 
over to the Deputy Commissioner who was camping there. 


These persons were given Rs. 500 as proclaimed by the 
government. The news of Birsa’s arrest spread like wildfire and 
a big crowd begun to collect in Bandgaon. The authorities were 
apprehensive that the crowd might try to release Birsa by force. 
When the Commissioner was informed about Birsa’s arrest, he 
ordered that Birsa be brought to Ranchi. Following this directive 
the Deputy Commissioner took Birsa to Ranchi via Khunti. 


Birsa appeared relaxed and contented after his arrest. He 
was totally undepressed. He did not give any indication of being 
afraid. On his way to Ranchi from Bandgaon, Birsa had wrapped 
a cotton sheet around his body. In several places on way to 
Ranchi crowds had collect to have a glimpse of Birsa. 


With Birsa’s confinement, Birsa movement came to an end. 
With Birsa’s journey to jail, the one and a half century old 
struggle of the adivasis for preserving their identity and property 
also came to an end. In the 20th century life was changing 
rapidly. Human civilization was taking giant strides. Chhotanagpur, 
like the rest of India was not unaffected by the rapidly changing 
conditions. The British rulers had by now begun to have some 
insight into the problems of Chhotanagpur and it’s inhabitants. 
Literacy and education too were spreading. The effect of Birsa 
movement began to be seen in many spheres and contexts in the 
region. 

Birsa did not return from jail. Birsa was put under solitary 


confinement in a cell. Three months after his arrest on 30th May 
1900, when Birsa was offered food at 5.30 in the morning, he 
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refused to eat. Birsa was brought to the court with other 
prisoners. ‘He became unwell in the court and was brought back 
to the prison. 


According to the jail record Birsa was administered medicine 
at quarter to ten in the morning. Birsa complained of being very 
thirsty. His pulse was slow and the eyes had sunk in their sockets. 
Birsa continued to be ill for three days and on Ist June, 1900, 
the Deputy Commissioner was informed that Birsa was suffering 
from cholera and that the chances of his recovery were fast 
dwindling. The Deputy Commissioner visited the jail and asked 
the jail Superindentdant Capt. Anderson to provide adequate 
medical treatment to Birsa. Under Anderson’s supervision Birsa 
began to show signs of recovery. However, on the morning of 
8th June Birsa’s condition again worsened. On the morning of 
9th June Birsa vomited blood and became unconscious. Birsa 
died at nine O'clock in the morning without regaining 


consciousness. 


Birsa’s death while in jail and his being unwell for nine days 
have left many questions unanswered till today. It is also speculated 
whether he died a natural death. These questions will, perhaps, 
continue to remain unanswered. 


A postmortem was conducted on Birsa’s body on 9th June 
itself. In the postmortem indications of internal bleeding in his 
stomach were seen. In the jail, the prisoners housed in adjacent 
cells on both sides of Birsa’s room were quite healthy and were 
not affected by any kind of malady. Can one continue to be 
affected by cholera for such a long period? This question also 
remains unanswered. The postmortem report did not reveal any 


evidence of poisoning. 

Birsa’s funeral was performed on the banks of the Harmu 
river by a sweeper working in the jail. During the funeral none 
of Birsa’s followers was present. 


o Birsa’s death was conducted by J.A. 


An enquiry int 
d in his report that it could not be 


Craven. Craven has state 
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ascertained how Birsa contracted cholera. Craven, however, did 
not consider Birsa’s death unnatural. Still, as Birsa was young 
and physically strong, his untimely demise and the existing 
circumstances continue to raise a number of question. The 
government was having difficulty in collecting evidence against 
Birsa. The Commissioner was not sure that these evidences 
would be accepted by the court. Life imprisonment may not have 
been able to permanently eradicate Birsa’s influence. These are 


some of the reasons why Birsa’s death carries with it a big 
question mark. 
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AFTER BIRSA MUNDA 


Bass MUNDA'S DEATH did not put a halt to the court 
cases against the Birsaits. The cases continued under contemporary 
law. 482 adivasis were arrested for either taking part in or for 
supporting the Birsa movement. J.L. Platel was appointed as 
special magistrate and in his court in Ranchi, the cases were 
conducted against the followers of Birsa. Similarly, the Deputy 
Commissioner continued hearing the charges in Singhbhum. 
There were fifteen accused in Singhbhum. The charges were 
murder and burning of houses. 


Mr. Jacob, an English lawyer from Calcutta, who was a 
supporter of the Mundas represented them in the court cases 
also. He effectively defended the Mundas. Otherwise also, Jacob 
had a soft corner for the leaders of the Sardar movement. Out 
of 482 accused, only ninety-eight were found guilty and charges 
were framed against them. Three persons were awarded the 
death penalty and forty four were convicted to life imprisonment. 
By October 1900, the hearing in all cases was completed. The 
government of India was disappointed with the outcome of the 
trials. More than half the arrested people had to be released and 
296 were declared to be completely innocent. 

With the passing of judgement, the Birsa movement came 
to an end. Birsa was already dead. All his prominent followers 
and supporters were sent to jail. Leaders with following among 
the people, like Majhia Munda and Donka Munda had to 
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undergo transportation for life. Another forty Sardar leaders 
were also deported. The political influence of the Birsa movement, 
however, did not cease. 


From the historical standpoint Birsa Munda and his followers 
have attained the status of martyrs and even today in folk songs 
and anecdotes their memory lingers. Today Birsa is not considered 
only as a revolutionary leader. Birsa also protected, propagated 
and rejuvenated Munda culture and religion. He infused a new 
life into Munda tradition and social structure. Birsa’s personal 
experiences comprised his association with the missionaries as 
well as his contact with a Vaishnav sect through Anand Panr. The 
consequence of these two divergent streams had prompted Birsa 
to turn towards the ancient Munda religion and to nurture and 
develop it. He was able to reestablish the sanctity and the 
authority of ‘Adi-Dharma’. Birsa became a monotheist and he 
also became a symbol of pure and simple worship. 


As a revolutionary leader, Birsa Munda’s personality was 
certainly many sided. Birsa raised his voice against the injustice 
and atrocities to which Mundas were subjected. Had his movement 
been confined only to these two objectives, he would have been 
in the same category as the other rebel leaders of Chhotanagpur. 
Birsa, however, also strengthened the self-confidence of the 
Mundas. Consequently, his movement had many ramifications. 


Birsa died in prison. His associates and followers were also 
sent to jail. For sometime the atrocities on Mundas increased, 
particularly, till Birsa was himself arrested. The Mundas once 
again turned towards the Christian missionaries for help. After 
the conflict at Sail Rakab Birsa’s supernatural power begun to be 
questioned. After January 1900, the Birsa movement weakened, 
yet, the movement was not wasted. Only after this movement the 
authorities were able to judge correctly the dissatisfaction and 
anger present in the entire region. As a result of the trials, the 
majority of the accused had been found innocent. This forced the 
government of India to Seriously consider the situation. 
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The government became serious towards the problems of 
Chhotanagpur and the adivasis. In his report, the Commissioner 
of Chhotanagpur informed the government that the Birsa 
movement was the result of the dissatisfaction in the region which 
had continued for decades. Forbes also expressed his opinion that 
unless concrete steps were undertaken towards solving the land 
disputes and for streamlining the land management laws, such 
movements will continue to take place. Forbes felt that it was 
necessary to conduct an exhaustive land survey of Chhotanagpur 
and to subject the extant land documents to a careful scrutiny. 


The Commissioner also advocated that the custom of “Baith 
Begary” should be abolished. Through this custom generations of 
Munda families were being exploited by zagirdars, zamindars and 
thekedars. The government of India seriously considered the 
report of the Commissioner, and in 1905, a subdivision was 
created in Khunti. Another subdivision at Gumla was formed 
prior to this in 1902. With the establishment of these subdivisions 
the adivasis did not have to go far, when faced with problems 
concerning their land, or their forest rights, as Gumla and Khunti 
are situated at the centre of the region inhabited by adivasi 
communities. The establishment of these two subdivisions was a 


great help. 


Rapid progress was made in land survey and management 
and distribution of land in entire Chhotanagpur. Two British 
administrators played an important role in this exercise. Lister, 
who belonged to the Indian Civil Service, was appointed Land 
Management Officer. Lister collected the land documents of the 
area and examined them. The documents of other regions of 
Chhotanagpur were collected and examined by Reid. The joint 
report of the two officers was placed before the government in 
1912. As a consequence, the traditional rights of the Mundas. 
includes their ownership of Bhuinhari and Khuntkatti lands were 
restored. This gave a great deal of relief to the Mundas and other 
adivasi communities of Chhotanagpur and there was a noticeable 
decrease in incidents of atrocities on them. During this period, 
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Chhotanagpur was a part of Bengal and these reforms owe a 
great deal to the Director of Agriculture of Bengal. 


Another important step taken by the government was the 
enactment of the Chhotanagpur Tenancy Act. The provisions of 
this act placed obstacles in the process of transferring adivasi 
land to non tribals. The Deputy Commissioner of Chhotanagpur 
was authorised to interfere in cases of transfer of land. Realising 
the far reaching impact of this act, the Lt. Governor of Bengal 
had personally came to Chhotanagpur in 1907. He was made 
acquainted with the provisions of this act. The act was passed by 
the Council and it was named Tenancy Act (6th) 1908. 
Administrative procedures were also simplified and it became 
easier for the adivasis to approach the authorities. The government 
also tried to remove the impediments resulting from the difficulty 
that the adivasis faced in the matter of language. 


The steps taken by the government distinctly favoured the 
adivasi although, the insatiable greed of the zamindars and 
jaridars continued like before. The Mundas, however, came to 
believe that the government was now paying adequate attention 
to their representations and that the exploiters were no longer 
unfettered. At the same time with the spread of education and 
the process of development and dissemination of resources, the 
problems of Chhotanagpur were linked with the problems in 
other parts of the country. Bengal and Orissa became separate 
states. This process of change led finally to the formation of the 
state of Jharkhand on 15th November, 2000. The establishment 
of Jharkhand on the date, when Birsa was born is a fitting 
acknowledgment of and tribute to his memory. 


Another significant aspect of the Birsa movement was its 
underlining of religious consciousness. When Birsa first went to 
jail in 1895, he was already acknowledged and accepted as a 
religious leader. It is man’s nature that faced with difficult 
circumstances and a bleak future he naturally turns towards an all 
powerful supernatural being. The epithets ‘Dharti Aba’ and 
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‘Bhagwan’ had become inseparable parts of Birsa's name. The 

unusual experiences of Birsa, his miraculous powers and his ` 
ability to cure the sick had entered the precincts of folk songs 

and fire-sides anecdotes. Birsa’s recognition persists even today. 

After being released from jail, his visit to the worship-places of 

his ancestors and his religious discourses, Birsa’s fame as a man 

endowed with spiritual power had become established. The 

followers of Birsa’s religion were recognised as “Birsaits” in his 

own life-time. 


Even today, the followers of Birsa’s religion are found in 
about a hundred villages in Chhotanagpur. These villages are 
situated mostly in Ranchi and. Singhbhum districts. In every 
village the Birsaits construct their houses in a cluster. As a result, 
the houses are generally interconnected and any incident in the 
village is conveyed to all the Birsaits in a very short time. This 
arrangement is a legacy of the days, when the followers of Birsa 
were threatened with arrest or worse. 


The religion propagated by Birsa has two main aspects — 
abnegation of worship of many gods a.id ihe giving up of 
‘Haria’, the intoxicating drink made of rice. Birsa considered that 
only the almighty ‘Singbonga’ should be worshiped by the 
Mundas. Any recognition or worship of other spirits or gods was 
anathema. Birsa was aware of the corrupting effect of Haria on 
Munda society leading inevitably to moral depravity. The cardinal 
belief of Birsa’s religion was the advent of a new saviour. In this 
context, Birsa himself was accepted as an incarnation of god. 
This belief indicates the influence of Christianity on Birsa’s 
religion. Today the followers of Birsa’s religion (Birsaits) are 
divided into different sects — Thursday Birsaits, Sunday Birsaits 
and Wednesday Birsaits. These sects have their distinctive 
approaches and rituals. The Thursday Birsaits constitute the 
largest group perhaps. because. Birsa himself was born on a 
Thursday. The Birsaits are a closed society, however, occasionally 
other adivasis also adopt the Birsa’s religion. 
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There are several instances in Birsa’s life when he told his 
followers that religion and nonviolence should be the instruments 
for opposing expioitation. Birsa’s death in mysterious 
circumstances in his prison cell and his being cremated in a 
lonely place where none of his followers were present have not 
been able to reduce Birsa’s influence. At a very young age Birsa 
had become a leader of masses and there is no doubt that in a 
way he was much before his time. There is not a single incident 
in Birsa’s life which proves or even suggest that he himself took 
part in any violent action. There are no clear indications of 
Birsa’s presence during the most important incidents of the Birsa 
movement (Etkedih, Khuti, Sail Rakab). Even then, Birsa’s shadow 
had covered the entire Munda region. Perhaps today we are in 
a better position to understand Birsa. 


In Chhotanagpur, particularly in the Munda society, the folk 
songs created in the memory of Birsa instead of getting dimmed 
with time have acquired greater resonance. There can be no 
greater proof of Birsa’s growing popularity than the fact that 
today Birsa’s praise is sung in all tribal and regional languages of 
Chhotanagpur — Kurukh, Kharia, Santhali, Ho, Kurmali, Khortha, 
Nagpuria, etc. The life and times of Birsa are now preserved in 
all these languages. The stories of Birsa’s life is no longer 
confined to ancient documents or books, they are handed down 
in countless homes from generation to generation for the 
enlightenment of future progeny. Today in India, wherever 
adivasis live — Chhatisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, 
West Bengal, Orissa etc. Birsa is remembered as one, who has 
become immortal. Traversing the barrier of time and age, Birsa 


is now a part of the galaxy of the great Indian freedom fighters 
of pre-independence days. 


At the time of Birsa movement, not only Chhotanagpur but 
entire Bihar was a-backward area and therefore, the end of Birsa 
movement did not create much reaction. Some newspapers 
published from Kolkata wrote about the process of separation 
undertaken by the government. German missionaries certainly 
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published a few bulletins which also contain a report on the 
existing predicament. The widely read newspaper “The 
Statesman”, published from Kolkata, printed a details analysis of 
the causes leading to the Birsa movement. This article was 
published as an editorial on 14th June, 1900. The editor of the 
paper expressed the opinion that the people acquainted with the 
conditions of Chhotanagpur certainly did not find the movement 
surprising or unexpected. According to him, the problems of the 
Mundas were atleast twenty years old. In his opinion, these 
problems were the result of the oppression by the zamindars. 
The British authorities had never made a sincere effort to 
understand the problems of the Mundas and during the last 
decade atleast forty Mundas were sent to prison. Out of this 
number seven or eight died while in prison. The Mundas were 
convinced that the zamindars falsely implicated them and the 
zamindars enjoyed the tacit support of the authorities. A few 
Munda leaders went to Kolkata and at their request an English 
lawyer Jacob agreed to represent them. 


One of the zamindars had filed a case against Mundas. The 
unusual part of this case was that the government pleader was 
representing the zamindar, Jacob proved to the court that the 
Mundas were innocent. The government pleader filed an appeal 
to reopen the case. Jacob refused to take any further part in the 
proceedings and going back to Kolkata, he explained to the 
Bengal government, how the zamindars and the local authorities 
were inflicting injustice upon the Mundas. 


Prior to this, on 18th January, 1900 the Bengal government 
had made a statement which shows the extent of government's 
failure to understand and remove the problems faced by the 
Mundas. According to this statement the Mundas were in a state 
of unrest for many years. The dissatisfaction of the Mundas was 
based an erroneous belief that they had a permanent and 
collective right over land and forests. The Mundas had generally 
refrained from placing their grievances before the courts and 
their only demand was that there should be no Hindu middleman 
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between the king of Chhotanagpur and themselves. The 
government’ statement also contained the view that the Munda 
revolt was mainly concerned with agriculture. ‘Recently, a twenty 
year old young man Birsa had given a religious colouring to the 
movement through his discourses and instigating speeches.’ This 
statement of the Bengal government was published in another 
Kolkata newspaper ‘The Englishman’. The government's 
statement differed from the editorial of ‘The Statesman’. 


In putting the problem of the Mundas in right perspective, 
The Stateman played a stellar role. The editor of The Stateman, 
writing on 25th March 1900, drew the attention of the Viceroy 
Lord Curzon to the fact that His Excellency was probably 
unaware that many arbitrary acts were committed by local 
authorities‘in his name. The editor put the entire blame of the 
Munda revolt on the maladministration and abuse of rules and 
regulations by the authorities during the preceding thirty years. 
The editor accused the authorities of being guilty of suppressing 
the facts and of not acquainting the government with the existing 
conditions. The editorial also pointed out that the Birsa movement 
came to an end only after four hundred Mundas were shot dead. 


In this frank and hard hitting editorial, the Viceroy’s attention 
was also drawn to the fact that three hundred Mundas were put 
in jail and adequate and necessary Opportunities were not 
provided to them to defend themselves. The Mundas were not 
treated without prejudice and neither with normal humane 
approach. A junior officer Platel was appointed for the trial of 
Mundas. Witnesses were permitted to depose against the Mundas, 
but the Mundas were not offered an Opportunity to present their 
side of the story. The editorial also referred to an incident that 
when the Mundas had called a small meeting to discuss means 
and ways for defending themselves, the gathering was dispersed 
by the police using force and the small amount 


of money 
collected for defence also taken away. 


The Commissioner of Ranchi Streetfield contradicted the 
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above editorial in his statement which was published in ‘The 
Statesman' dated 27th May, 1900. Streetfield pointed out that 
only eleven persons died in police firing between 7th and 9th 
January, 1900. Streetfield did not say anything about the number 
of prisoners nor about any misbehaviour with them. The 
Commissioner expressed his ignorance about the police attack 
on the meeting and about the snatching of money collected for 
the defence of the Mundas. 


The echoes of the Birsa movement also sounded in the 
legislative council. On 28th July 1900, answering a question by 
Surendra Nath Banerjee, the government gave out the information 
that thirteen Mundas had died in prison. Contemporary documents 
and statements reveal that there was no slowing down of trials 
even after Birsa’s death. Birsa’s followers even through proved 
innocent spent a long time in captivity. By the time the concluding 
decision was taken the courts found the bulk of the prisoners 
innocent and not guilty. Of the 482 accused in Ranchi and 
Singhbhum only ninety eight were found guilty. 


Although after Birsa’s death the movement came to a 
complete end, it had positive and far reaching ramifications. The 
British rulers became attentive and alert towards the decades old 
problems of the Mundas. Land disputes, the activities of the 
exploiters, social conditions and beliefs and their crumbling were 
revealed to the authorities and intelligentsia through explicit and 
forthright articles and editorials in ‘The Statesman’. The other 
important newspaper, ‘The Englishman’ was also not far behind 
in this. The fearless expositions by the editor and the presentation 
of data opened the eyes of the people. 


nt is that the Birsa movement was the 
luding chapter of the unending series of 
uprisings during the preceding 150 years. From the beginning of 
the 20th century, there were important changes in administrative 
procedure and in the working of the courts. These changes were 
by and large positive. Contemporary officials and missionaries 


The significant poi 
culmination and the conc 
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made an attempt to understand and to analyse the problems of 
the adivasi communities in a fairly systematic and unprejudiced 
manner. The administrators had finally realised that such a long 


lasting struggle and dissatisfaction must have some genuine 
reasons. 


The Birsa movement compelled the authorities to feel that 
land reform laws would have to be enacted soon. The authorities 
notice that even after Birsa's martyrdom there was no perceptible 
improvement in the relation between Munda raiyats and 
zamindars. The zamindars continued to look upon Mundas as 
their servants and as means to their prosperity. The Mundas, of 
course, believed that they were the masters of their land. 
Correctly evaluating the situation, the authorities began to 
implement the Munda’s rights on land and forests in a systematic 
manner. The Munda society was in no way inclined to give up 
the traditional ‘Khuntkatti’ arrangement of land. There was some 
difference among the authorities themselves in conducting a 
complete survey of Munda land. 


Conversant with the Mundari language and acquainted with 
the traditional Munda laws and customs Fr. Hoffman tried to 
explain to the authorities that a complete overhauling of the 
introduced system of land Management was required for the 
establishment of peace in the region. The then Commissioner 
Forbes agreed with the views of Fr. Hoffman. This is how from 
the 20th century a new chapter began in the enactment of land 
laws in the Munda region which was hitherto ignored. The 
authorities took several measures designed to reduce the distance 
between the Mundas and the authorities. 


cation, the spread of education 
and the extensive positive amendments in the laws made large 


scale violence unlikely. Procedures were defined for solving any 
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problem or demand. Birsa movement was multi-dimensional and 
it had made the rulers circumspect. 


The Birsa movement was different from any other movement 
that had taken place in Chhotanagpur. Birsa himself was no 
ordinary revolutionary leader. The region had witnessed many 
uprisings against exploitation and injustice. Many adivasi 
communities had risen in violent revolt against the British. The 
leaders of these movements did not lack physical courage. The 
long history of these rebellions can not be overlooked or 
forgotten. It is indeed true that these uprisings met with partial 
success. For a long period of time, the British rulers continued 
to be indifferent to the sufferings and indignities inflicted on the 
Mundas. They were only concerned with the collection of 
revenue. Difficult and forbidding geographical conditions, and the 
barriers of language, provided the middleman with ample 
opportunities to exploit the adivasi communities and for decades 
the rulers were unable to control and check the exploiters. 


Birsa’s advent provided a new perspective not only in the 
Munda society but in the entire adivasi region. Birsa attained the 
position of a saviour. The non tribals living in the region were 
also influenced by Birsa’s charisma. This was in itself, surprising. 
The people believed that Birsa had the power to heal the sick. 
Birsa also begun to be acknowledged as a religious teacher. This 
religious aspect of Birsa’s personality constitutes an inseparable 
part of the Birsa movement. Birsa established his own religion as 
he was apprehensive of the growing influence of the other 
religions on the ancient Munda religion ‘Adi-Dharma’. 


At the core of the religion propagated by Birsa is a desire 
to revive Munda culture. Birsa’s religion is also the manifestation 
of his thoughts and his attempts towards purification. The 
followers of this religion have kept alive Birsas memory even 
today through their faith. It is difficult to estimate the number of 
Birsaits as they do not usually reveal their identity. When Birsa 
died, the followers of his religion had become afraid that they 


would be penalised or suffer unjust treatment. 
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Bis HAD ALREADY attained a reputation as a healer of 
the sick. Prior to his being incarcerated people believed that he 
also had the power to cast out evil spirits. The authorities had 


taken note of the large crowd coming to Chalkad and as a result 
Birsa had to face imprisonment. 


A distinctive feature of Birsa’s religion was a belief in the’ 
power or prayer. Among the adivasi communities rituals and 
reciting of ‘mantras’ for appeasing evil and wicked spirits and 
ghosts was pretty common. Once in a while instances of 
sacrifices of sacrifice also came to light. Birsa had opposed these 
customs from the very beginning of his active life. Birsa told his 
followers that sincere Prayer was the only medium through which 


peace and morality could be attained in this life and in the life 
after death, 


Birsaits believe in both collective and individual praying. 
The Birsaits collect pure water in utensils and spray these on 
visitors and on each other to honour them. This custom is not 
unknown in most adivasi communities. A major part of prayers 
is concerned with the removal of suffering in this world. the 
influence of evil spirits and with the Procurement of happiness. 
On particular days the Birsaits gather and engaged in collective 
prayer. The prayers are addressed to the only almighty god. 


In the daily lives of the Birsaits, prayers at fixed times have 
a special significance. From morning till evening the time of 
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prayer are fixed and the Birsaits follow this routine. It is, of 
course, true that with the passing of time and the changing 
pattern of living, the strict routine has become flexible. Birsa had 
propagated that the aim of prayer is to generate purity of 
thought and a devotional attitude and feeling. Today, the greater 
part of the Birsait’s prayer is directed towards improvement in 
living conditions and towards freedom from existing social and 
physical problems. 


The religion of the Birsaits also contains philosophical 
elements. According to Birsa, the soul has a capacity to be omni- 
present and in the prayers composed by him he described the 
soul as being immortal. Birsa has also accepted the concept of 
heaven and hell. Like the followers of most of the religions in the 
world the Birsaits also believe that those who live an unselfish life 
and do good to others, go to heaven. In Birsa’s religion the 
Hindu and Christian beliefs are also present. 


In 1895, before he was arrested, the people had begun to 
acknowledge Birsa as a religious teacher, At the time of his 
arrest, Birsa had himself said that his attempt was to discourse on 
religion. In 1897, after being released from jail, Birsa began to 
present his views on religion in a systematic manner in the 
Munda society. Birsa’s main assistant in this work was Soma 
Munda of Jalsai village. Birsa gave his collection of prayers to 
Soma Munda and advised the people that they should follow the 
directions given by Soma Munda. Birsa made twelve disciples and 
sent them to the distant areas of the Munda region. Birsa 
appeared to have learned this methods of preaching his religion 
from his proximity with Christian missionaries while staying at 
the hostel in Chaibasa. It may be recalled that the holy Bible 


states that Christ had twelve disciples. 


Birsa’s religious ideas were well arranged and deep. In the 
existing predicament the influence of this religion gave a new 
direction to the Munda society. With the help of prevalent 
anecdotes Birsa tried to fight the disrupting influences on society. 
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Birsa often talked about the ancient times when ‘Asurs’ ruled 
over the region and about their defeat at the hands of the 
Mundas. The story of the victory of Mundas was used by Birsa 
to give shape to his own religion. 


The observance of strict rules and customs by the Birsaits 
was an attempt by Birsa to check the fragmentation of Munda 
society and its ancient culture. The Mundas were deeply attached 
to dance. When Birsa was twenty years old in 1894-95, he 
began to circulate his religious ideas. Birsa at first, became 
known and accepted as a religious teacher. In the Birsa movement 
the religious aspect has its own importance. The Birsa movement 
was certainly not confined to resisting exploitation or to removing 
colonial rule, it was also an attempt to bring back ancient Munda 
beliefs and ways of living. .Apart from this, Birsa’s aim through 


his new religion was also to remove blind faith in ghosts and evil 
Spirits. 


An accurate estimate of the number of the followers of 
Birsa’s religion or an exhaustive list of the places where they 
presently live are not easy to determine. Birsa’s arrest and his 
untimely death in prison had filled the followers of his religion 
with uncertainty and fear. They started holding prayer meetings 
in secret places and began to avoid revealing their identity in 
public. On the one hand, Birsa’s followers were once again 
subjected to prosecution by zamindars, jagirdars and thekedars 
after Birsa’s. death. On the other hand, the fact that a large 
number of Birsa’s followers were arrested had enveloped the 
Munda society in'.a cloud of fear. It is natural, under the 
circumstances, that the Birsaits began to go underground. 


Contemporary government reports also do not provide 
correct data about the Birsaits. According to an English officer, 
O'Malley they numbered only 15,000. This figure is not reliable 
as ordinarily Mundas were unable to explain their religion to 
outsiders and they were often counted as nature-worshiping 
Hindus or Christians. After the survey of 1960, the number of 
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Birsaits has been put at approximately 10,000. According to this 
report Birsaits were discovered in about hundred villages of the 
Porhat region of Singhbhum. A sufficient number of Birsaits also 
resided in the villages under the jurisdiction of ten police stations 
in Khunti and Ranchi. Even today Birsaits are found in Torpa, 
Khunti, Karra, Tamar and Murhu. Apart from this, some Birsait 
families reside also in Bano and Kolebira in Simdega district and 
in Lapung in Ranchi district. 


Birsaits look upon themselves as a distinctive community. 
According to them they have a separate identity from the 
adivasis who follow the traditional, original ‘Sarna’ religion and 
from those who have become Hindus and Christians. (Sarna is 
the place of worship of the Mundas, although this word is now 
frequently used as describing the religion of the adivasis). Birsaits 
do not take any kind of intoxicating drink and they are forbidden 
to eat meat of most animals. Personal cleanliness and correct 
moral behaviour are intrinsic parts of the their religion. They also 
refuse to eat in the company of people who follow other 
religions and they intermarry only among adivasis who follow the 
traditional Sarna religion. 


At the present time Birsaits are divided into three groups, 
named after three days of a week, Sunday, Wednesday and 
Thursday. Perhaps the oldest group is that of the Sunday Birsaits 
as Birsa himself had declared that Sunday was a holy day. This 
also reveals the influence of the Christian missionaries on Birsa. 
Thursday was Birsa’s birthday and the Thursday Birsaits form the 


largest group. 
In the first decade of the 20th century the Wednesday 


Birsaits came into existence. This was an attempt by Birsa’s 


followers to hide their identity during the years of uncertainty 


following Birsa’s death. 


There are villages where the three sects of Birsaits of co- 
exist. The Sunday sect is comparatively liberal as the members 
of this sect can atleast eat the meat of goat but not that of other 
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animals. Consumption of any kind of intoxicating drink is not 
allowed. The followers of the Sunday sect observe their religious 
rituals with some fanfare and gusto and they are also comparatively 
open-minded in social interaction. 


Among Birsaits the Thursday sect is the most conservative 
and they strictly observe the religious customs and rituals. The 
important thing about the Sunday sect is that the prayer book 
composed by Birsa is in their possession. The Birsaits believe that 
their ancestors were the original worshippers in the ancient 
temples in Chhotanagpur. Birsa Munda visited the temples of 
Ranchi propelled by this belief. Birsa had also visited a number 
of ancient temples accompanied by his followers. It should be 
remembered, however, that Birsaits do not go to these temples 


for worshipping. Their religious rituals and worshipping places 
are their own. 


The tenets of Birsa’s religion are quite apparent and visible. 
Prominent among these tenets is monotheism or belief in one 
god. The Birsaits do not worship the supreme god of the Mundas 
‘Singhbonga’ although Birsa had considered ‘Singbonga’ as the 
only supreme God. Birsaits believe in a god who is not formless. 


The origin of this concept of god is the result of a combination 
of Vaishnav and christian religions. 


The Munda society used to worship ghosts and spirits from 
ancient times. Singbonga was, of course, the supreme almighty 
God. Still they used to recognise gods like Chandi Bonga, 
Marang Bonga, Bakri Bonga, Dashauli Bonga etc. Some of the 
deities in Munda pantheology had entered laterelly through the 
passage of centuries and approximity with other religions. This 
is, of course, a common feature when different communities 
following different religions co-exist. These deities are associated 
with natural disasters, epidemics and agricultural calamities. Mundas 
following the Adi-Dharma worship these deities as necessitated 
by circumstances. When Birsa had returned to his paternal village 
Chalkad after staying in Bandgaon he had advocated that only 
Singbonga, the supreme power should be worshipped. 
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In the opinion of Birsaits, barring the one supreme benevolent 
deity the other spirits are, in fact, evil spirits. Actually, they 
believe that these deities are non existent. The welfare of the 
society and the individual can be ensured only through worship 
with a peaceful and meditative approach. The traditional Karma 
and Paika dances are also rejected by the Birsaits, as they believe 
that these dances have entered the Munda society through 
outsiders. As an adolescent Birsa was fond of playing the flute. 
In the religion propagated by Birsa, musical instruments and even 
dances and songs in their traditional ‘Akhras’ are prohibited. 


Many aspects of social and religious life were affected by 
Birsa’s religion. Attempts were made to purify and to make 
simple food habits, clothes, ornaments etc. There was also a 
provision for boycotting ‘pahan’. The rules of Birsait religion 
forbade animal sacrifice, eating of meat and fish. The religion 
advocated the wearing of a sacred thread and resting for a day 


in the week. 


The various aspects and rules of the religion formulated by 
Birsa are today well-known. The essential elements of the ways 
of living were collected and some times amended in Birsa’s 
religion. Birsa had also accepted the concept of the end of the 
earth and or rising from the dead. He told people through his 
discourses that in Kalyug Mundas had suffered greatly, but that 
this suffering and pathetic predicament were not permanent. 
Birsa spoke about the coming of a golden age, and some of the 
Mundas had begun to believe that Birsa himself would return one 


day. 

The number of followers of the religion established by Birsa 
is small today but the religion is still alive. Birsaits are active in 
many families living in the villages of the Munda region. Their 
simple lives and honest behaviour can be an example to others. 
Today when it has become the fashion to live conspicuously and 
in style, Birsaits may be able to influence others with their 
simplicity and lack of attachment to artificial ways of life. 
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War THE FIRST group of christian missionaries from 
Europe landed in Chhotanagpur in 1845, the exploitation of 
the Mundas and other adivasi communities was in the process 
of being consolidated. 


It is possible that having met the simple adivasi labourers 
in Calcutta, the missionaries developed the desire to come to 
Chhotanagpur. However, the adivasis from the beginning 
began to think that the missionaries would be able to help 
them in their efforts to escape from the stranglehold of the 
zamindars and jagirdars who in their turn were protected by 
the authorities. For the adivasis, the religious sermons of the 
missionaries were of secondary importance as was the 
missionary concept of theology. Adivasis were mainly 
concerned with the help and assistance which they expected 
to receive from the missionaries in their struggle against 
exploitation. Unabating exploitation and injustice were 


constantly agitating the minds of the adivasis and they began 
to accept christianity. 


With the rapid acceleration of the process of exploitation 
and dehumanisation, the number of adivasis accepting 
christianity also multiplied. Capt. Davis, the Assistant 
Commissioner, in a report in 1859 had stated that. with the 
coming of the christian missionaries the Mundas began to 
learn about their rights on land and forests. The Mundas and 
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other adivasis began to realise that the land which they had 
made cultivable after clearing the forest and with years of hard 
labour could not belong to outsiders. This realisation on the 
part of Mundas naturally created an atmosphere of uncertainty 
among the zamindars and thekedars. 


Sharat Chandra Roy, the eminent anthropologist, referring 
to a report of the Lutheran mission has pointed out that the 
Mundas were attracted towards the missionaries not because 
of their religious and spiritual messages but because of the 
missionary’s ability to bring them in closer contact with the 
authorities. With the help of missionaries the Mundas expected 
to regain their land from which they were displaced by the 


Hindus. 


The anomalous feature of the situation was that the 
acceptance of christianity by the Mundas was the result as well 
as the cause of their exploitation. Mundas had come to 
believe that they would no longer be forced to work without 
payment neither would they have to pay taxes to the zamindars. 
It is but natural, that the zamindars became worried about the 
attitude and the belief of the mind as and other adivasi 
communities. There were a number of government reports in 
1874, which stated that the christian ‘Bhuinhari’ and owners 
were not inclined to pay any taxes and that they had 
completely stopped working without payment in the cultivable 
lands of the zamindars. Even the authorities became disturbed 
because of this new development. The rights of the zamindars 
and thekedars were protected by the British and most of them 
had come to Chhotanagpur with the help of the authorities. 


In the circumstances, the authorities felt that any change 
would not be in their interest and they began to distance 
themselves from the activities of the missionaries. It is true 
that the christian missionaries had a sincere desire to come to 
the assistance of the Mundas and on several occasions they 
protested against the unjust demands of the zamindars. The 
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Mundas began to believe that even in the courts a christian 
adivasi will have greater chances of securing justice. The 
zamindars were totally opposed to giving up any of the rights 
which they had wrested with the active support of the 
authorities. On the other hand, the educated and informed 
Mundas neither wanted to serve the zamindars without 
compensation, nor wanted to pay more taxes than they could 
afford. The attitude of the Mundas and the zamindars created 
a volatile situation and several minor skirmishes took place in 
various places. In 1858, the government had to despatch a 
contingent of the army to Govindpur to resolve one such 
dispute between the zamindars and the Mundas. 


With the arrival of the missionaries, there was a significant 
increase in literacy and education in the Munda society. 
Western ideas and knowledge began to find a place among 
the Mundas. The influence of spread of education made the 
Munda conscious of his rights. The missionaries were unable 
to foresee that the educated Mundas would eventually pose a 
challenge to the missionaries themselves. During this period, 
the missionaries were acquiring land for their institutions. This 
had an adverse affect on Munda society. Some missionaries 
tried to help the adivasis (Kol) in their efforts to secure justice. 
Recourse to violent agitations, filing of appeals and 
representation in the courts and finally acceptance of christianity 
were the different methods adopted to get rid of the ‘Dikus’. 


The Birsa movement proved that these methods did not 
bring any significant relief to the adivasis in general and the 
Mundas in particular. It is also undisputed that the protest by 
the Sardars was collapsing and the government did not 
recognise the traditional ‘Bhuinhari and Khuntkatti’ land 
rights of the adivasis. The biased judgements of the court, 
inimical to their interests also disappointed the adivasis and 
generated a feeling of dissatisfaction. The entire Munda 
region now felt that unless the outsiders were restricted and 
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controlled the indifference towards traditional adivasi land 
rights would continued to be ignored among the authorities. 
The various attempts made by the christian missionaries to 
acquire land added fuel to the fire. Birsa’s emergence as a 
leader was in part, the result of the failure of the Sardar 
movement. Birsa was like phoenix rising from the ashes. 


With large scale displacement from their cultivable lands 
prepared with hard labour, the Mundas had to seek help from 
the moneylenders. The moneylenders invariably cheated the 
simple Mundas and charged exorbitant rates of interest. The 
moneylenders played a prominent role in the exploitation of 
the adivasis. Lending a small sum of money, these 
moneylenders were able to convert generations of Munda 
families into raiyats and unpaid labourers. The moneylenders 
had no compassion for the Mundas, if the father took a loan 
his son and other members of family had to mortgage 
themselves to the moneylenders. 


The most intolerable feature of this tragedy was the 
indifference of the British rulers. Upto the end of the 19th 
century, the rulers had not made any efforts to examine and 
understand the problems of Chhotanagpur in a planned way. 
The administrative machinery was totally in the hands of the 
exploiters. After the Birsa movement, there was a positive 
change in the attitude and approach of the authorities in the 
beginning of the 20th century. This change was partly due to 
a few fearless and objective journalists and newspapers of 
Calcutta and a keener interest shown by the central 
government. 

An analysis of the Birsa movement makes it clear that 
Birsa had an unusual insight into the lowering of values in 
different aspects of Munda life. Consequently, a correct 
evaluation of the Birsa movement is now possible only after 
India has attained independence. The Birsa movement is the 
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story of an ancient society, a traditional culture and an 
attempt to revive the Adi-Dharma’. 


The process of imbuing Birsa with his rightful place in 
history is still incomplete. The freedom fighters and 
acknowledged leader who rose against the British government 
in small regions and in any particular areas are today considered 
immortal martyrs. Birsa had walked into the land of legends 
crossing the threshold of history at the young age of twenty 
five is an icon of an ancient civilization, society and faith. 


It is acceptable that the small villages scattered among 
the dense forests of Chhotanagpur were affected by the 
manoeuvres of the so-called sophisticated society with their 
commercial dealings and elements of education. For centuries 
the inhabitants of Chhotanagpur, who are the original 
inhabitants of this country, remained isolated. The change in 
their isolated and ignored predicament came accompanied 
with unmitigated exploitation. Birsa’s greatness and his 
immortality are to be analysed against this background of 
anonymity of an entire region. Mundas and other adivasis 
were always a proud people not coveting other's possessions 
and were often to proud even to plead for their just rights. 


Sociologists and social thinkers are aware of the fact that 
the adivasi communities in Chhotanagpur, among whom 
Mundas have an important identity were managed through 
and maintained an ideal social structure. The shortcomings 
and the ills which are so much a part of present day consumer 
culture had no place in the Munda community. It is obvious, 
that a farsighted youthful leader of men in an isolated but 
ancient and civilized community would not be instantly 
acknowledged and given his rightful place by the outside 
world. The colonial rulers, even at the time of leaving India, 


were not aware of the importance of Birsa and the hold he 
naturally commanded over adivasi society. 
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It is an important privilege of Independence, that we are 
able to remove the dust of decades and even centuries and 
rediscover our heroes. The lives of great men inspire 
generations and it is time that Birsa Munda’s legacy is placed 
in correct perspective. The Birsa movement was like the 
knocking of future at the gates of colonial rule in India. 


The achievements of the west in the fields of education 
and science were making their impact on India in the 
beginning of the 20th century. Western civilization was 
changing and even demolishing ideas and beliefs cherished 
for centuries. In Chhotanagpur, the effect of the missionaries 
gradually became more perceptible. Schools, colleges and 
hospitals were established in a large number at different 
places. About this time, Indians had started travelling to 
British and other western countries for education. The British, 
in order to strengthen their rule began to increase the number 
of the armed forces. In the different parts of India, the kings 
and ruling dynasties still existed by they had no real authority 


or power. 


The feeling of nationalism spread throughout the country 
and with it came the determination to make India independent. 
The fight for freedom attained a nation-wide identity from 
Maharashtra to Bengal and from the southern states to 
Punjab. No part of India remained unaffected by the compulsion 
to drive away the foreigners. The world war took place in the 
1914-1919, in which Indian soldiers fought alongside their 
British counterparts. There was a significant development in 
the railways and other means of communication. Changes in 
every aspect of life in India also touched Chhotanagpur. It 
would, however, be incorrect to say that the problems of the 
adivasis were permanently solved. Still, the problems now 
underwent an important change. They became individual or 
confined to particular areas and the possibility of other being 
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solved without prejudice by courts and the authorities 
substantially increased. 


Even with the rapidly changing circumstances, the 
exploiter in Chhotanagpur was not completely down and out. 
In 1933, Bihar was Separated from Orissa and became a 
Separate state. As a result the influx of traders and professionals 
and Bengal came to an end. Even so, in 1930s and 1940s 
a substantial number of Bengali intellectuals, doctors, lawyers 
and officials were prominent in Chhotanagpur. The salubrious 
climate of Chhotanagpur and its scenic splendour attracted 
many outsiders who made Chotanagpur their home. 


After 1933, large number of Biharis began to enter 
Chhotanagpur and settle here. The simple nature of the 
adivasis and other original inhabitants continued to make 
them easily susceptible prey to the wiles of the outsiders. 
Having been posted in Chhotanagpur in good positions, the 
outsiders did not appear very keen to go away after retirement. 
The major reason for the demand for a separate state of 
Jharkhand was based on the continuing influx of outsiders 
and their selfish attitude. The uprisings in Chhotanagpur 
against the rulers, the Birsa movement itself and the demand 
for a separate state are the results of the continuing spectacle 
of the outsider’s greed. The adivasi’s communities of Jharkhand 


live in a region which is geographically very different from 
Bihar. The density of 


less. The forest resources and the huge stores of minerals 
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appointed, bypassing the local population. Even today, in all 
these industrial units less than 10% adivasis and other local 
people have found employment. 


Over 80% of the people inhabiting the land acquired for 
the construction of the industries were adivasis. The 
construction of dams and mining activities also displaced 
mainly the adivasis. According to a report published by the 
Bihar government in 1968, a large number of adivasis were 
dispossessed of their land holdings with the collusion of the 
officials and outsiders. The report also points out that some 
central government officers also assisted in continuing the 
tradition of the displacement of adivasis. 


These facts confirmed that even in a comparatively 
sophisticated and institutionalised administrative setup, the 
adivasis and other indigenous people were often kept free 
from justice and legal rights. According to a government 
survey, as many as 676 adivasis families were provided the 
opportunity of getting rid of their land in the vicinity of 
Ranchi alone. In the case of Heavy Engineering Corporation 
alone, as many as 5,432 acres of adivasi land was acquired. 


The Government of India ultimately came to the 
conclusion that in order to preserve the distinctive culture. the 
geographical identity and the ancient languages and culture of 
the tribals, and indeed, sources of their livelihood it was 
imperative that a separate state of Jharkhand be established. 


The state of Jharkhand came into existence on 15th 
November, 2000, Birsa’s birthday. At last, Birsa’s dream took 
shape. Birsa’s relevance will always be there and he has been 
he symbol of adivasi ethos. The purity of the 
he steps of the christian missionaries in the 
forms and education and the adherence to 
her constitute the essence of Birsa’s 
y in India. but in the rest of the world, 


accepted as t 
Vaishnav faith, t 
fields of social re 
‘Adi-Dharma  toget 
importance. Not onl 
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there are not many leaders who have opposed foreigners 
through armed conflict, and yet. also concerned themselves 
with social, cultural and religious rejuvenation. Birsa was also 
concerned with the economic upliftment of the people, their 
philosophy of living and their identity. This is why Birsa 
would always remain a beacon and a guide for future 
generations. 


It is, perhaps. difficult for an outsider to fully appreciate 
the deep sorrow which all the adivasi communities feel when 
they think of Birsa’s solitary confinement, his death as a 
young man, and his funeral in a lonely place performed by a 
Sweeper employed in the jail. The leader who sowed the 
seeds of hope and freedom. had perhaps, no use for a 
splendid farewell at the beginning of his last journey. 


The people of Jharkhand like to think of Birsa as a 
young freedom-fighter Carrying a burning torch in his hands. 
Birsa imparted dignity and identity to an exploited community 
living in a difficult terrain covered with dense forests. He 
brought the inhabitants of Chhotanagpur into the mainstream. 
Birsa is often, portrayed as a freedom-fighter carrying the 
traditional bow and arrows of the adivasis who fought against 
the traders in human dignity. In his few years on this earth, 
Birsa proved that the bold and the courageous are not 
necessarily born among riches and splendour. Some men are 
a receptacle of charisma and supernatural courage which are 


the hallmark of leaders of men. He was a symbol of self 
confidence. 


Birsa was able to infuse a new life and the desire to free 
itself from shackles to a dejected and despairing mass of 
people. Birsa himself did not live to see the success of his 
movement. The success was achieved on 15th November 
2000, with the formation of the State of Jharkhand. The 
Success was seen and witnessed not only by Birsa’s followers 
but by the entire country. 
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In the suburb of Kokar, in Ranchi, by a small rivulet is 
Birsa’s memorial. It is strange that while universities, meeting 
places and roads are named after Birsa and there is also a 
statue of Birsa in the Assembly house, there is no memorial 
constructed in the place where his last rites were performed. 
The place where Birsa’s body was consigned to flames and 
where his mortal remains merged into the five elements, 
remains comparatively ignored. Yet, this place is a pilgrimage 
for all Jharkhandis. Yet, this place is a pilgrimage for all 
Jharkhandis where their leaders was laid to eternal sleep. 
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CHRONOLOGY 


Birsa Movement and it's Genesis 


64 A.D. Phani Mukut Rai anointed king of 
Chhotanagpur 
1683-1711 Raja Darjan Singhis reign in Jharkhand 
1793 (Regulation 8) passed 
1795 Chuari uprising and the attack by Marathas 
1799 Russage expedition against Chuars 
1805 (Regulation 18) passed 
1807-8 Conflict in the tuling dynasty in Chhotanagpur 
1819 Charge of Murder on the king of 
Chhotanagpur and his arrest in Chatra 
1831-32 The Bhil rebellion 
. 1833 (Regulation 13) passed 
. 1857 Revolt in Chhotanagpur 
. 1858 Bhokta Rebellion and survey of Bhuinhari 
land 
. 1859 Sonpur Revolt 
- 1862 First Bhuinhari Survey completed 
. 1869 Chhotanagpur Tenancy Act (Act-II BC) 
- 1875 Probable date of Birsa's birth 
. 1879 


Bengal Act Passed 


CHRONOLOGY 


18. 


19. 
20. 


21. 


22. 


23. 


24. 


25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 


30. 


31. 
327 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 


37. 
38. 


1886 


1890 
1894 


lst October, 1894 


10th August, 
1895 (Probable) 


12th August, 
1895 (Probable) 


22nd August, 1895 


26th August, 1895 
27th August, 1895 
1897 
1897 


1897 (The 
closing months) 


November, 1898 


1898 

February, 1898 
March, 1898 
1899 
November, 1899 
November, 1899 


19th November, 1899 


November-December, 
1899 
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7th May, Birsa's Confirmation in Lutheran 
Mission, Chaibasa 
Birsa's leaving Chaibasa hostel 


Birsa's parting from Anand Panr, clerk of 
Jagmohan Singh, zamindar of Bandgaon 


Birsa's first protest with Mundas, before the 
authorities, against payment of forest tax 


Birsa declared himself a prophet 
Birsa establishes a new religion 


Police Commissioner Mr. Myers goes to 
Chalkad to arrest Birsa 


Arrest of Birsa 

Birsa brought to Ranchi 
Amended Tenency Act 
Femine in the Munda Region 


Birsa released from prison 


Bengal's Lt. Governor Sir John Woodburn 
visits Ranchi \ 


Small pox and Cholera epidemic 
Public meeting in Domban 
Meeting in Simbua 

Femine 

Birsa's Journey to Navratangarh 


Second meeting at Dombari called by Donka 
Munda 


Meeting in Bundajaipur 


Meetings in Sachal. Poje. Balo, Jalesar etc. 
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39. 
40. 
41, 


42. 
43. 
44. 
45. 


46. 
47. 
48. 
49. 
50. 


22nd December, 1899 
23rd December, 1899 
24th December, 1898 


24th-25th Dec., 1899 
27th Dec., 1899 

6th january, 1900 
8th January, 1900 


3rd March, 1900 

9th June, 1900 
November, 1902 

lst December, 1905 
11th November, 1908 


BIRSA MUNDA 


Meeting at Noegarha 
Meeting at Bhetodih 


Attack and killing by mundas armed with 
bow and arrows and axes 


Arson and burning down of houses 
Attack on three persons, one killed 
Two constables killed in Etkediah village 


British forces moved towards Dombari and 
Sail Rakab, firing in Dombari and the death 
of many Mundas 


Arrest of Birsa 

Birsa's death in prison 

Formation of Gumla Subdivision 
Establishment of Khunti Subdivision 


Chhotanagpur Tenancy Act enacted 
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Birsa Munda 


The plateau of Chhotanagpur brims with forest 
weaith and minerals. Nature’s vast resources had always 
attracted outsiders to this region and this led to the rise of 
various classes of exploiters in whose strong clutches 
the life of tribals inhabiting this region became extremely 
difficult. In such circumstances prevailing during the end 
of nineteenth century Birsa Munda rose like a phoenix. 
During his lifetime the flame of social revolution ignited , 
by him forced the erstwhile British government to take 
steps to free the tribal people from the shackles of the 
exploiters. 7 
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